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Radio Silence 
by Martin Iceworth (Iceworth) 


Summary 


When the NSA breaches SchreckNET, the Camarilla wants scapegoats, and they've chosen its 
creator and his childe. When creator Rafin hands himself in to buy Wendy time, she escapes 
New York City for the scene of the crime itself — Baltimore, Maryland, home of the NSA 
and front lines of the battle against the rising inquisition -- to discover what the NSA knows 
and uncover the extent of the Breach. 


But the struggle has only just begun. The local Nosferatu are more interested in covering up 
their own secrets and incompetence. Wendy lives with flashbacks to the Battle of New York 
and the thing that lurks underneath it. An old enemy of Rafin's twists circumstances against 
him and Wendy both. Meanwhile, it looks more and more like the Breach was not an 
accident. 


Wendy's Warren, her sire, and the entirety of the Nosferatu clan are in danger if she can't 
prove to the Camarilla that the Masquerade did not fall due to her clan's negligence. 


Notes 


Special thanks to: 


- Vampemoqueen from Tumblr for betaing this chapter for me! Any errors, however, remain 
mine. 


- Ryttu3k from Tumblr for letting me ramble about this fic and think out loud at them as I 
wrote it. 


Additional major characters in descending order of rough importance that are untagged 
because the story isn't actually about them, or they only appear for brief, but integral, plot 
points -- Kaiser, Isaac Goldwin, Qadir al-Asmai, Jan Pieterzoon, Elias Athanasios/Ilias cel 
Frumos. Cameos include Theo Bell, the Radcliffes, and the Dove of Moudros. 


Wendy Taylor is from my fic, Zhe City That Never Sleeps, but this fic stands alone. You do 
not need to have read it to understand this one. While the main character is an OC and so are 
a few side characters, this story features many characters from the Nosferatu Clan Book, the 
Nosferatu Clan Novel, Beckett's Jyhad Diaries, Coteries of New York and New York by 
Night, and even one from Night Road. 


See the end for tagging notes. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


The Fall 


Chapter Summary 


Calebros arrives in Elysium to change the world of Kindred forever with the news that 
the Masquerade has fallen. 


Wendy, a ten-years-dead fledgling, flies into action. 


Chapter Notes 


Edited 16/11/21 -- Changed the name of "Laika" to "Stanislava." 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


New York City, New York 
November 2004 


Prince Panhard had been preparing for this party for months. Neither of them expected 
Calebros would have to crash it. 


A cluster of Toreador childer shrieked when Calebros dropped his Mask of a Thousand 
Faces, as was proper Elysium etiquette, so he gave them the obligatory Nosferatu stink-eye. 
They scattered across the floor. Either they were very new, or from out of state, because 
Calebros didn’t recognise any of them. Shame to be young, these nights, just when the world 
was about to go to hell. Now, where was Panhard...? 


There was Theo Bell in deep, serious conversation with Qadir al-Asmai. Disciplines might 
not be permitted in Elysium, but there was no rule about guns; Theo Bell’s shotgun, 
presumably loaded with their infamous Dragon’s Breath rounds, was holstered on his back. 
Thomas Arturo and Elias Athanasios were gushing over each others’ outfits, as Toreador 
were known to do, leaving Aisling Sturbridge rolling her eyes. Arturo smoothly moved away, 
just as a local Gangrel, Stanislava, tugged on Athanasios’ sleeve and said something that 
immediately took the Toreador’s interest. 


Calebros swept the scene in front of him. Where the hel/ was Panhard? She was usually in the 
middle of the crowd! 


““__ kicked out of Washington by Vitel,” said the Gangrel to Athanasios, as Calebros scanned 
the crowd. “But reports say they weren’t fazed because that’s when Carna dangled the Book 


of the Grave War in front of their nose. Problem is, they disappeared en route to Milwaukee.” 
“Milwaukee? You’re sure?” Athanasios frowned. 


Once upon a time Calebros would have been interested to eavesdrop, but now was not the 
time. Was Panhard over by the windows? No. She wasn’t near the refreshments tables, either. 
Or the stairwell. Or — 


There she was! Over by a cluster of ghouls with trays of blood. Calebros set off, eyes fixed 
on his target — 


And then crashed into solid air. 


“Do you mind?” Adelaide Davis, the no-longer-invisible Malkavian he’d bumped into, 
steadied herself and glared. 


“What are you doing Obfuscating in Elysium?” Calebros snapped, looking around. He found 
the group of ghouls again, but as they separated he failed to spot Panhard. Damn it, where 
had she gone? “Disciplines are forbidden, don’t do that again — “ 


But Adelaide had vanished into empty air. 


Fucking Davis. She did what the hell she wanted, and he bet she’d make excuses for it like 
any other Malk. Ooh, look at me, I ’m so crazy I dont know what I’m doing! Bullshit, she 
knew exactly what she was doing 


“Callie-boy!” Great. Another distraction. Just what he needed. Thomas Arturo flitted over. 
His call had attracted a few turned heads; Athanasios looked over their way as his Gangrel 
friend vanished back into the crowd. “It’s been years!” 


“It’s been like three months.” Calebros glanced past him to Athanasios, who looked thrilled 
to be watching this interaction. The copper-haired man looked more genuinely pleased than 
malicious. Wendy, who was like a grandchilde to Cal, was convinced that Athanasios was 
either genuinely nice or the biggest idiot that ever made it close to Harpy status in New York 
City. “Where’s Panhard? I need to see her, it’s urgent.” 


“Mister Calebros!” chirped Athanasios, his eyes full of joy in a way that tended to make most 
people want to vomit. Yeah, Calebros hated this guy already. “She’s speaking to the 
representative from Los Angeles. Have you met Oliver Stonecreek yet? He’s the new Prince’s 
childe — “ 


There she was! Right beside the refreshment table, talking with a kid in a suit. 


Calebros pushed his way through, zeroing in on Panhard. The boy she spoke to looked twelve 
and gave Tremere vibes. 


“Prince Panhard!” Calebros shoved his way through a clutch of offended Ventrue. “We need 
to talk. Urgent news.” 


“Forgive me, my dear.” Panhard nodded to Stonecreek. The Tremere nodded politely. 
“Calebros. To what do I owe...?” 


“Urgent news, I just said,” said Calebros. “Can we speak in pri — “ 


“Qadir.” Panhard looked past Calebros. Calebros jumped to find Qadir silent at his elbow. 
“Will you please take Calebros aside and find out — “ 


“Oh, for the love of — ” Calebros had gotten too much shit for this decision from Rafin to be 
undermined by a Ventrue whelp who wasn’t even an ancilla yet. “I need to speak to you, and 
I need to do it now. If you won’t speak to me privately I’d be delighted to announce this in 
front of the whole party, and trust me, the Camarilla won’t be happy at all if I have to do 
that.” 


Panhard watched him for a moment. Oliver Stonecreek’s eyebrows went up at the scene in 
front of him. 


“That’s what you want, then?” Fuck it! “Fine. This morning, at eight minutes past nine, the 
National Security Agency — “ 


Panhard gestured for him to follow, whirled on a heel, and marched away without so much as 
an excuse to Stonecreek, who took a sip from his glass in a miserable attempt to hide his 
curiosity. 


Calebros obeyed his new Prince, like a good little dog on a leash; Rafin’s favourite words to 
describe him by. Calebros weaved his way through groups of Kindred only a couple of times 
before the stares outnumbered the confused glances, and the crowds started to part for him. 


A couple of Ventrue walked across his path, deep in conversation. 
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*‘— a Tzimisce to make their ghoul into a body double,” said one, as Cal almost collided 
with his companion. 


“Yeah, but which Prince?” said the other. Calebros growled. 
“Dunno, my contact got destroyed before I could get the name. Lasombra don’t fuck around.” 


“And you’re sure it’s not Vitel?” said the second Ventrue as Calebros tried to step around her, 
only for her to end up in his way again. She sent Calebros a cold look, then turned back to her 
companion. “Prince Goldwin thinks he’s back and I heard something about him kicking 
Vykos out of —” 


“Positive, it’s a different one.” 


And then they passed without even looking at him. Calebros bit back a curse and jogged to 
catch up to Panhard. 


“This’ll do.” He followed her into a quiet corridor and shut the door behind them. “I’ve lost 
enough time, and it doesn’t matter if there’s an eavesdropper or two. It’ll get out soon enough 
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“Calebros.” Panhard turned and frowned at him. “This is — “ 


“You need to tell the Camarilla,” said Calebros. “The US government breached SchreckNET 
yesterday, just after nine o’clock. 4 They stayed on all day until Rafin’s childe took the 
servers down this evening.” 


Panhard blinked. For a long moment, she said nothing, as if waiting for Calebros to deliver a 
punchline. 


“The servers,’ she said. “The kine government. Got onto SchreckNET. And all the 
information — “ 


“This is the biggest Masquerade breach in history,” said Calebros. “We need to get on top of 
it. Now. Rafin and his childe are already doing damage control.” 


Panhard stared at him, mouth half open. She stood frozen, like a deer in headlights. Like 
Wendy must have been frozen, five years ago, when the Nictuku had found her. 


Panhard strode past Calebros and yanked open the door. “Qadir! Theo!” She didn’t bother 
with subtlety. Didn’t bother pretending everything was fine. “J need you both. Now!” 


-O- 


“Come on, come on, come on...” Wendy clutched the edge of the desk, gritting her teeth, one 
shoulder jamming the telephone to her ear. “Pick up, you asshole...” 


For the first time in her unlife, the servers were silent in their racks beside her. The room was 
far too quiet. Even the server with all the keylogger information had been turned off; no point 
having it piggybacking on SchreckNET when nobody was connected to it. 


As she wrote a note with her free hand, her eyes glanced up to the family tree on the wall by 
the door. That was a project Gerard had started after befriending a friendly Nictuku a couple 
of decades before she was Embraced. Wendy had added Kiwi to it in 1999, as the newest 
childe of that line. She might never add another. 


With one hand, Wendy folded the note and passed it to the massive rat next to her keyboard. 
“That’s for John.” The rat took the note in his mouth, hopped from the desk, and scurried off, 
just as the other side of the call picked up. “Good boy, Scabbers.” 


“What the fuck?” said a gravelly voice on the other end of the call. 


“Kaiser,” said Wendy, ignoring it. “About goddamn time. You’re needed at the Warren. 
There’s an emergency.” 


“Taylor, Panhard just called Theo and Qadir into a room without even trying to cover it up!” 
said Kaiser. “I’m trying to find out — “ 


“You will when you get your ass down here. I am not fucking around — “ 
“What, is it the fucking Nictuku or something?” 


“T wish.” How mad would Gerard be if she threw the phone at the wall? 


y? 


“Shit. Okay, ’m coming, I’m coming!” He hung up. Wendy went back to her keyboard. 


By the time Kaiser finally showed up, she was waiting by the door. 


“This is for the Nosferatu Primogen in Baltimore.” She gave him a letter. Kaiser stared at her 
as she held up a second. “This one is for you to read on the way, briefing you on the situation. 
Destroy it when you’re done.” 


“What the fuck,” said Kaiser. “This is what you pulled me away from my limo for? Because 
you needed a courier?! I woke up Jackie for this!” 


Wendy narrowed her eyes. “Go.” 
“Taylor, what the fuck is — “ 

“T said go!” she barked. 

Kaiser went. 


“Sorry I’m late!” John appeared in Kaiser’s wake, handing over Scabbers. “Gerard roped me 
into helping lure the alligators back in and he wouldn’t shut up about Calebros getting us all 
killed, so it took a while before I could escape — “ 


“T need these sent out ASAP.” Wendy passed him some envelopes. “One’s going as far as 
California, Mitnick’s one of the best. There’s also one for Emmett if you can find him, one 
for a Malkavian in DC, and a couple of others. Get the ghouls to handle delivery. There’s no 
time.” 


“The ghouls are all ready to go.” Another Nosferatu, Pug, appeared next to John. The boy 
saluted Wendy. “I can get those sent off, don’t you worry.” 


“Do it, then,” said Wendy. 


Pug scurried off with the letters. John followed Wendy into the computer room, stepping over 
tangles of cables. She’d only just started cleaning them up a few weeks ago, after she’d 
learned to possess Scabbers and send him through the pipes and walls with them. The rest 
would have to wait. 


“Why all the fuss?” said John as Wendy dropped into a computer chair and started to type. 
“Gerard said we don’t even know if it was the NSA — “ 


“Gerard’s wrong.” Wendy didn’t look up. “It was an IP address that originated in Fort Meade 
and had been there in daylight hours, the Whols said it was one of the NSA buildings, and the 
browsing patterns suggested that somebody was trying to learn as much about us as possible. 


Even if it was a ghoul, they wouldn’t have chosen the pages they did.” She finally looked up 
at John. “They’re ahead of us by almost twelve hours. That was when I finally shut the 
servers down. It was pure fucking coincidence I caught this today.” She looked back to her 
computer, hit Ctrl+P, then Enter. “We didn’t have any alerts set up to catch that kind of 
activity. Fuck! I’m such an idiot, why didn’t I — “ 


“What are you doing?” John peered at her monitor. 


“Setting up a new server,” said Wendy. “I’m going to need an open and instant line of 
communication with the others for when I’m gone.” 


“You're leaving?” 


“Once the others get here and I have permission from the Primogen to dump a bunch of 
Nossies on her, yes — “ 


“Others? What others? The people getting the letters you gave Pug?” 


“T need you to send a message.” Wendy snapped her fingers and pointed at the printer. “It'll 
say who to.” 


She didn’t need to tell John twice. The man had been Embraced only two or three weeks 
before she had; although he was technically a neonate now as his sire had been destroyed, he 
was as much still a fledgling as she was. 


John came and went for the next few hours, bringing and taking letters and messages. 
Cassandra Washington came by for gossip under the guise of making sure Wendy was eating 
enough. “I don’t drink Kennel blood,” said Wendy, without looking up. 


“It’s from the surface,” said Cass. 


Bullshit, thought Wendy as she sipped Cass’s offering. No coagulants, and the hormones 
tasted wrong, but she didn’t argue. Threw Cass a tidbit of information to keep her happy, then 
got back to work by starting on the cipher. Took messages from Sneeze and Mike. Cousin 
Gemini, her uncle Radcliffe’s childe, came by, so Wendy sent her to check on Gerard. “If he’s 
down in the tunnels setting more traps, don’t follow him, don’t go down there alone.” 


“I know my way around them!” said Gemini’s fading voice. 

So Wendy got up to holler out of the doorway, “Never go into the tunnels alone!” 
“Gerard’s by himself!” 

“Gerard’s an idiot!” 


She was almost finished with the cipher when Gerard appeared half an hour later. His tension 
and clenched fists had been replaced with tired eyes, slumped shoulders and resigned sighs. 


For the first time since the fall of the Masquerade, Wendy glanced up at the clock. It was 
almost midnight. 


They looked at each other. 


“Have you done as I asked?” Gerard rubbed an eye with one fist. With his other arm, he 
leaned against the doorway. 


“No point.” Wendy returned her gaze to the computer. “We don’t need to track the Breach 
further, it won’t help us to know which human device accessed it. We know it’s in Fort 
Meade and that’s enough. It’s the NSA, Gerard.” 


“Wendy, if you’re wrong, this could destroy SchreckNET.” Gerard sighed. “They’ll realise 
there wasn’t an emergency, sure, but they’ll ask themselves, but what if there was? Can we 
take that risk? And then we’re fucked. If you’re wrong — ” 


“And if I’m right?” Wendy whirled around to face him. “You really want to take the risk that 
it’s them and not say anything?” 


“Doesn’t matter any more, I guess.” Gerard snorted, dumping himself into a computer chair 
underneath the Nictuku family tree. “Calebros has gone up and ratted us out, either way. I’ve 
finished setting up the new traps in case we end up with a siege on our hands, and John 
helped me round up our biggest alligators. If the Camarilla decides to kill us all at least we'll 
take some down with us. Maybe we’ll get Cock Robin, I’ve got a score to settle with that 
bastard.” 


“This is bigger than us,” said Wendy, turning back to her document. She needed to get the 
feeding schedule for Kaiser’s rat army sorted once they were all recalled, since Kaiser 
wouldn’t be back for a while. “The Camarilla needs to know. Do you trust my judgment or 
not?” 


“Sometimes I wonder,” Gerard grumbled. 


Wendy ignored the sting. She pointed at him without taking her eyes from the screen. “Now 
is not the time for you to be pissy because I keep telling you to stop giving Cal shit. We’ve 
got bigger problems.” 


Gerard sighed. “Wendy — “ 


“T’ve sent Kaiser to Baltimore.” Wendy spoke before Gerard could argue. “I’m asking 
Primogen Alicia permission to take a team down to her Warren to work on-site, and I’m also 
requesting every bit of intel Director DeLaire has on the NSA and their activities.” Wendy 
rubbed her eyes. She felt a headache coming on. “Their people, employees, vulnerabilities, et 
cetera. Kaiser’s going to evaluate their intel network and capabilities — the Nosferatu’s, not 
the NSA’s — and to stay in Baltimore if they’re not up to scratch.” They fucking should be, 
given that they operated under the NSA’s nose. 


“As for the team, I just had the invites sent out.” Wendy pulled up the quick plan she’d made 
on Microsoft Excel. Gerard approached, leaning on the back of her chair to read over her 
shoulder. “I’m putting together a team of our best Nosferatu from across the country, plus a 
Malk. Most of them are tech and intel experts, but there are others with different strengths, 
too.” 


“Good luck convincing Okulos to come down,” was all Gerard said, along with, “is that 
Emmett? Calebros’s going to be thrilled.” 


“Thanks for the encouragement,” said Wendy, icily. 
Gerard sighed, and collapsed back into his chair. 
Wendy bit her lip. It wasn’t like her to snap at him. Or like him to disbelieve her, either. 


God, knowing her fucking luck this would all turn out to be a false alarm. Maybe some 
prankster Kindred from Japan or something, spoofing their IP just to fuck with them. Gerard 
would never let her live it down. 


Maybe she was making a big deal out of nothing. It was weird that the apparent NSA would 
just browse SchreckNET all day instead of just writing it off as a prank or a roleplay thing 
and fucking off. The Masquerade was rock solid. 


It is the human mind that maintains the Masquerade better than any curtain we can draw 
across our existence , Calebros had told her, once. That is why the Masquerade is so hard to 
break, even as hundreds of violations happen each night across the world. You are not the 
first to have stumbled upon SchreckNET, Wendy, and you will not be the last. But you are, so 
far, the best. 


That had been one of the first things Calebros had ever said to her. 


He’d been right. Little human Wendy had seen all the references to blood drinking and 
ghouling and had chalked the Kindred up to being part of some kind of weird night-obsessed 
cult that dealt drugs and gave them melodramatic street names like Vitae and the Kiss . 


But that was back in 1994. When images took forever to load and were rarely posted. When 
only Nosferatu had been on SchreckNET. 


The world was changing, and so was the internet. 


Was this what it felt like to be an elder? To watch things change, to know they’d never be the 
same again, and to be scared knowing you were facing down an eternity of never-ending 
flux? 


“T set up a new network online that’s going to be just for you, me and Kaiser out in 
Baltimore.” Wendy softened her tone. “It’ll let us stay in contact securely and reliably. I’m 
just finishing up a cipher that we can use in case that gets breached, too. Right now I don’t 
think it hurts to be too paranoid.” 


Gerard rubbed the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. 


She swayed gently to and fro on her swivel chair, watching him. The air stirred the whiskers 
on her elbows. Gerard didn’t say anything. Beyond the open door, the fairy lights twisted 
around the railings of the upper floor of the shopping centre that was their Warren glittered 
and blinked. 


She’d always loved those lights. The damn things needed to be replaced all the time, but she 
loved them all the same. 


“You told me once,” Wendy said quietly, “that I shouldn’t downplay myself. You taught me to 
trust my instincts and judgment. You taught me that I don’t need the baggage the sexism of 
kine society gave me, and that I was perfectly capable. Was that true or not, Gerard?” 


Gerard sighed. 

For a long moment, he didn’t answer. 

Then he said, “To be honest, I’m impressed.” 

Wendy pressed her lips together, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 


But it didn’t. “If this is a breach,” said Gerard, finally looking at her, “then, well, you’ve 
sprung to work pretty damn fast, and that’s exactly what we need in a crisis. Don’t know 
what the hell I did before you came around.” 


Complained at Calebros, probably , she didn ’t say. It wasn’t completely true, either. He and 
Gerard got along a lot better in those days. Before ‘99. Before Gerard had told him about the 
demonic thing Wendy had faced beneath New York, the thing with the face of an angel, and 
Calebros hadn’t believed either of them. Before Calebros became Prince. Before he stepped 
down. “Gerard, I...” 


But Gerard only frowned, so, resigned, she turned her attention back to her monitor. Or she 
tried to. Her eyes unfocused with exhaustion from working flat out since dusk, looking at tiny 
lights of red, green and blue instead of the text they coalesced to create. “I mean it,” she said. 
“T will always be loyal to you. That doesn’t mean I’Il always agree with you or do what you 
want me to do. What’s done is done, Gerard. I know you’re upset at Calebros and I’m not 
saying that you’re wrong to be. But I’m not going to pretend it’s okay to lash out against him. 
I just wish you wouldn’t treat me as if I’m your enemy for that.” 


A shadow fell across her. 
She looked up. 


A figure was in the doorway, silhouetted by the fairy lights on the railing outside. Even 
Gerard turned, following Wendy’s gaze. 


Calebros watched them. Tired. Sad. Like he’d turned up to a funeral. 


There was a heavy silence, like they were all taking the time to acknowledge the death of an 
era. A moment of silence for innocence lost. For the lives that would follow. 


Nothing would ever be the same. Who knew what awaited them all, now? Who knew what 
was coming, and how they’d survive? 


“So,” said Gerard, “come back to arrest us all for the Camarilla like a good little puppet, are 
you?” 


“Fuck’s sake.” Wendy deflated with a tired mutter. 


“What did I fucking tell you, Cal?” said Gerard. His French accent always got thicker when 
he was pissed. “Didn’t I warn you for years that this was inevitable?” 


“You believe her now, do you?” Calebros arched his eyebrows. 


“Instead you just had to play the martyr.” Gerard ignored his comment. “Going on about how 
fucking horrible it was for you to be our Primogen, how we made your life hell, how you 
couldn’t stand advocating for us as Prince. How many fucking times, Calebros, did I beg you 
for help over the years?” His accent got thicker. His voice got louder. “How many times did I 
tell you SchreckNET was getting too big for me and Wendy to keep secure by ourselves?” He 
threw himself out of his chair, got into Calebros’s face. “How many times did I tell you what 
resources were out of our reach that you could have gotten for us, but instead of fucking 
listening, you just whined about how much your throne dug into your wart-covered ass and 
completely fucking ignored me?! Well I fucking — ” Gerard erupted into a stream of angry 
French. He spoke too quickly, too angrily, his accent too thick for Wendy to understand a lick 
of it, arms gesturing and punctuating, weaving fury into his words. 


Finally, Gerard ran out of steam. 


He threw his hands up and sagged back into his chair. Leaned his elbows against his thighs, 
held his head. 


Calebros didn’t say anything. 
Neither did Wendy. 


She should give Calebros an update on what she’d done, but her cipher writeup wasn’t 
finished and neither was the rat feeding schedule. She forced her eyes to focus, put her 
fingers on the keys. 


Slowly, the sound of typing filled up the pregnant silence. 
“Wendy,” said Calebros. “What have you come up with for the plan since — “ 


“Really?” Gerard raised his hands. “You’re just going to ignore everything I said? Again? 
You both are just going to act like it’s no big deal? Like this was all, what, a tragic accident 
that nobody could have prevented?” 


“Stop attacking me because you’re pissed at Cal.”’ Wendy’s voice shook. 
Her tone seemed to catch Gerard off guard. The look he gave her was almost betrayed. 


“T don’t know what to tell you, Rafin,” said Calebros. “We’ve got more important shit to deal 
with.” 


“Like what, whatever consequences we’re going to have to deal with from the Camarilla 
because you went squealing to them?” said Gerard. “Do you care about this clan, about this 
Warren, Calebros? At all?” 


“lm fed up of having that argument,” said Calebros. “If you don’t believe I have the 
Warren’s best interests at heart by now, you never will, and I have nothing to prove to you. I 
went and briefed Panhard because you were too much of a coward to do it yourself — “ 
Gerard stood up again, fists clenched, and Wendy shrank away from both men. “‘ — settle the 
fuck down, I also did it because J dont want you to get destroyed on the spot when the 
Camarilla find out themselves! If you don’t have any faith in me after everything I’ve done 
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“What have you done?” Gerard was yelling, now. Scabbers dove down Wendy’s shirt, and 
Wendy hunched into herself. “What the hell have you ever done for us?” 


“You mean aside from protecting the Warren and the Antitribu as best as I could during the 
battle of ‘99?” said Calebros. “Aside from protecting Abe when it was discovered he’d 
sheltered that Tremere who’d killed Cock Robin’s sire? Aside from taking the city for the 
Camarilla? Aside from pardoning both you and Wendy without asking a thing from either of 
you, even though you were actively riding my ass the whole time and punishing me for not 
advancing your agenda?” 


“My agenda?” said Gerard. “My agenda? Me wanting what is best for the Nosferatu and 
advancing our interests is a nefarious agenda, now?” 


“We had bigger problems, Gerard, like keeping a hold on the city in the aftermath of the 
battle!” Now Calebros was raising his voice, too. Shit. Why did both of them have to be 
between her and the door?! “I wasn’t going to throw other clans under the bus to advance our 
own standing. That’s topsider bullshit!” 


“Advance our own standing?” There was a crowd beginning to gather outside. A terrified 
looking Pug clung to Sneeze, who was brave enough out of the two boys to actually stick his 
head past the door. John wrung his hands next to Cass, who looked to be sizing both men up. 
Gemini’s eyes shifted between her uncle and Calebros. “This is about our welfare, Calebros, 
about the fact that the Camarilla has always sucked us dry and then cast us aside and treated 
us like we’re nothing since Caine himself walked the earth, and can’t decide if they love us 
because they can use us or hate us because their enemies can use us too — “ 


“Will you two,” said Wendy, “please stop?” 

Her words came out so quiet, so shaken, that she didn’t think they’d hear her. 
But they stopped. 

Both of them glared at each other. 


“We have bigger problems right now.” Fuck, so, apparently even though she couldn’t cry, her 
voice could still hitch and she still had to swallow down sobs lest the others be able to tell she 
would’ve if she could’ve. And right in front of the audience hanging around the door, too. 
“Like the fact that the Masquerade has all but fallen on our watch. Now is not the time to 
rehash the same old fucking argument that neither of you ever make any progress on.” 


Gerard sent a look of death to the doorway. Pug and Sneeze bailed, and John shrank away. 
Cass just glared back. Gemini avoided his gaze. 


“Cal,” said Wendy. “Tell us what happened topside. Gerard — “ she was getting her courage 
now, giving her sire what she hoped was a stern look and not a kicked-puppy-about-to-cry 
look. “Shut up and listen. I’m trying to do damage control here, I need both of you. If either 
one of you starts yelling again I will throw you both to the alligators, and then J will make 
them eat you.” 


Silence. 
“You lot at the door,” said Gerard. “Get lost before I go Uncle Smelly on your asses.” 


What was left of their audience scattered. Soon, there was no sound except for the tapping of 
Wendy’s keys again. 


“I’ve been talking to Panhard, Bell and Qadir for hours,” said Calebros. “They insisted I 
remained on site while Panhard tried to get in touch with the Inner Circle. Bell was able to 
get a hold of Jan Pieterzoon, who’s already on his way here from DC. He wants to meet the 
three of us in person.” 


“As long as it’s him and not fucking Cock Robin, I'll take it,” said Gerard. “We’ll make him 
come down here like we always make them.” 


Cal hesitated. 


Wendy’s mind rushed too much for her to have the patience to entice him to say whatever he 
wanted to say. Instead,, she hit the print button and said, “Gerard’s been increasing the 
Warren security just in case there’s violence or war. I’ve sent Kaiser to Baltimore to raise the 
alarm, and I’ve sent out letters recruiting some of our kin to help. I want to know what the 
NSA knows. I want to know what they’re thinking, what they’re preparing, and what they’re 
going to do. When my team gets here, I’m going down to Baltimore. By then I should have 
some reports from the Primogen there.” Going to Baltimore could be fun. Supposedly the 
Warren there was hiding a Caitiff. Maybe she’d find where it was hiding. 


“Do you want to take Gemini?” said Gerard. 


“T’ll give it some thought,” said Wendy, but Calebros was looking between her and Gerard. 
“Cal, if you have something to say, spit it out.” 


“T couldn’t get my head around it.” But it was Gerard who spoke, rubbing his scalp and 
distracting her from Cal. “Too far in denial, couldn’t believe it was happening. So I went and 
worked with my hands to distract myself ‘til my thoughts settled. I’m sorry, Wendy. Your 
proactivity might be what prevents us getting kicked out of the Ivory Tower for this — I 
should have supported you, not... left you to stew in my own shittiness.” He sighed. “You’ve 
been dispatching letters, sending invitations to join a counter-response team, and you even 
got Kaiser playing ball. Don’t know how the fuck you pulled that one off.” 


“T think he’s just as surprised as we are,” said Wendy, soothed by the apology and 
recognition. “He bitched a little but he still did it.” 


“Look, Calebros.” As Gerard spoke, Wendy tensed again, waiting for another argument. “No 
matter what happens to me, no matter what happens to you — do not let the Camarilla get 
their hands on Wendy. If someone’s to be destroyed for this, don’t let it be her. Wendy’s well 
into making a plan for damage control, and we need her to guide everyone through the 
technological aftermath if something happens to me. She knows SchreckNET inside and out 
as well as I do, better than any of her siblings in the other Warrens, and she’ll be able to trace 
the full extent of the Breach once she’s got less urgent tasks on her plate. If neither her nor I 
are here, then there’s no way of knowing what the NSA knows.” 


“Gerard...” Calebros sighed, and sat on a desk. “The Camarilla want scapegoats. You’re 
SchreckNET’s administrators, and they want someone to blame, and that’s you two.” 


Gerard tensed. 
Wendy said, “What are you getting at?” 


“Panhard wants you to turn yourselves in,” said Calebros. “Theo Bell intends to detain you 
both until Pieterzoon gets here, but I don’t think releasing either of you will ever be on the 
cards.” 


Gerard glanced at Wendy. “And if we don’t go?” 


“Then Panhard,” said Calebros, “intends to declare a Blood Hunt on both of you.” 


1. [1] If Cal was human, what he'd actually say is, "today, just after nine o'clock." 
Headcanon: “Yesterday” in Kindred lingo does not have the same meaning as when 
Kine say it; it’s the vampire equivalent to the term “last night” and refers to the day 
preceding the current night (ie where humans would actually say "today"), much how 
like you might say "last night" at 9AM to refer to 3AM six hours ago, despite being on 
the same date. So when Calebros says "yesterday", he actually means "today" by 
human standards. [Back] 
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In the wake of Calebros’s announcement, there was nothing but silence. Even Wendy didn’t 
move. A pit opened in her stomach, which dread sank into, making its nest there like a bird of 
existential horror. In the quiet, Scabbers poked his head out of the collar of Wendy’s shirt, 
sniffing and twitching his whiskers. 


“So,” said Gerard. 

Here it comes, thought Wendy, recognising That Tone. 

“Youre just going to roll over for them?” said Gerard. 

“I’m not your Primogen any more, Gerard.” 

“You were our Prince! How much do you even care about any of us — “ 
“Not this shit again — “ 

“Gerard, shut up,” said Wendy. 

“You're going to Baltimore.” Gerard stared at her coldly. “Now.” 


“Ts this because it’s practical, or because you want to punish me for telling you to cut your 
shit out?” Wendy didn’t even look at him as she headed to the printer. “Because I’m going 
anyway, but I’m going because I have to, not because you told me to.” 


Gerard snarled, but it lasted only a split second before he cut the sound off himself. He 
breathed. He modulated his voice. Wendy heard the strain of his temper underneath the 
surface, but he made a concerted effort to stay calm. “No. I want you to go to Baltimore 
because you’re my childe.” Gerard took another breath. “The Camarilla will not see you as 


important at all, they’Il only see you as some whelp. If they keep you alive, it’Il be to get at 
me. More likely, they’ ll just destroy you.” 


Quietly, Wendy took the pages she’d printed from the output tray. She didn’t say anything. 


“T can see you’re hard at work, and I know what you’re capable of, I knew even before I 
Embraced you,” said Gerard as she returned to her seat. He scooted his chair closer. “You’ll 
be much more effective if you’re near the NSA premises in person, and it’1] mean the 
Camarilla would have to work harder to get to you.” 


“Tm sorry.” She nodded, not looking at him. “That was a shitty accusation for me to make.” 
Gerard sighed, and touched her shoulder. 


They used to be a lot closer. He’d risked his life, once, braving the thing under New York to 
save her, braving the tunnels and the flesh and the Nictuku. The thing worse than the 
Nictuku. The spirit-like entity in the dark, with the sad eyes and sculpted face, with the 
outstretched hand and the Latin that she’d somehow known meant it’s going to be alright, 
even as it meant to lead her to the worst monster of all, hidden deep in thickets of tendons 
and thatches of flesh, deep below the earth... 


There were no Nictuku down there. 
It would’ve been better for them all if there were. 
Wendy touched Gerard’s hand. 


He’d been distancing himself from her ever since she’d refused to listen to his diatribes about 
Calebros. Cal was her friend, was like a grandsire to her (a fact that Cal reveled in as much as 
Gerard grumbled about, because “7eeth is your grandsire!” but Wendy had never met 
Radcliffe-with-Teeth, not to be mistaken for Radcliffe-without-Teeth, her uncle). 


Gerard seemed to think she should be choosing sides — that her support and empathy for Cal 
meant she didn’t care about the clan. 


She wished Cal was Prince, too. But he wasn’t. What was the point in being pissed about it? 
A reluctant Prince was worse for them than none. 


But Gerard didn’t get that. He didn’t want to. 


“Here.” Wendy peeled one sheet from the three, and handed it to Gerard. “It’s a cipher and a 
cheatsheet. We need a way to stay in touch instantaneously while I’m in Baltimore.” 


“The Camarilla are not going to approve of live communication right now,” said Calebros. 
There was a hint of scolding in his voice that never used to be there when talking to Wendy. 
He kept the sneers and the snark for outsiders, but more and more, since he’d become Prince, 
it had been creeping in when he talked to his fellows. Before the Battle of New York, before 
‘99, he used to be so calm. 


But then, maybe he hadn’t always been. Kaiser had gotten it from somewhere, after all. 


“Tais-toi,’’ said Gerard. 
“Did he just tell me to shut up?” said Calebros. 
Gerard muttered in French. 


“Your account name and info are on the bottom,” Wendy went on. ““The other two are for me 
and Kaiser. Nobody else is to see any of these, nobody. No offence, Cal, but if you’re 
interacting with the Camarilla and playing the diplomat, then the less you’re incriminated the 
better. The NSA won’t crack this code if you follow the instructions for using it — switching 
letters around is too easy to crack. So I’ve got instructions there on how to use the cipher in a 
way that will make it difficult to solve.” 


“Gerard’s not going to be able to do that when he’s in custody,” said Calebros. 


Gerard clenched his jaw and stood up — then glanced at Wendy. He sat down again, breathed 
in deep through his nose, and then said, levelly, “Are you going to turn me in yourself, then?” 


He was trying, to his credit. 7rying. But he looked dangerous all the same, straightening in 
his chair as if to spring. 


He’d once told Wendy that Uncle Smelly was only a persona, but now she could see him in 
every line of her usually gentle sire’s body. Uncle Smelly had a reputation even sheriffs 
across the country feared. 


“The Camarilla wants a scapegoat,” said Calebros, quietly. “If they have you, they won’t 
bother tracking down an errant fledgling. They won’t turn the Warren inside out. But if 
they’re trying to find her — well, either you’ll be with her and they’! destroy her as soon as 
they find the two of you, or you’ll be separated and they’1l look for her first as the 
inexperienced one and use her to get at you. Not to mention the kind of hell that’I rain down 
on this Warren if the Camarilla can’t find you. So it’s my turn to ask, Gerard — how much do 
you care about this Warren? How much do you care about your childe? Or your other childer 
out there in the other Warrens, whom the Camarilla will start looking for if they get frustrated 
enough?” 


Silence. 


“Alright,” Gerard sighed. “Alright. I'll go.” He held out the sheet of paper to Calebros. “Ill 
need you to be Wendy’s point of contact here, then, so take the code. Can you do that?” 


“Tl do it,” said Calebros, quietly, and then glanced at Wendy. “I'll get you transport to 
Baltimore. We’ll have to arrange this quickly, or you won’t be there in time for sunrise.” 


But it wasn’t easy to arrange a car on such short notice, especially since Pug had already sent 
off all the ghouls the Warren could get a hold of. Wendy packed the essentials; gloves, 
scarves, hats, long pants, sunglasses, goggles, makeup, laptop, USB of computer programs, et 
cetera. 


After that, there still wasn’t a car ready for her. 


She sent out a summons, and boxed up all the rats close enough to answer on time, all except 
Scabbers, who stayed in her hoodie pocket. She shoved one of her other favourites, 
Reepicheep, in there with him. The two of them squabbled as she finished writing up the rat 
feeding schedule for ten long minutes before they settled. 


There still wasn’t a car ready. 


She posted the rat feeding schedule up on the notice board. She boxed up some more rats that 
had come in the meantime, until the box filled with enough rats it would have been cruel to 
crowd them further. 


There still wasn’t a car ready. 


That left her two things to do, both of which would take up a lot of time — feed, or go 
through the keylogger archives to see if she could find some dirt on the Baltimore Nossies 
(the other Warrens were quite sure they had a Caitiff...) and Camarilla before heading in. 


She’d met some Baltimore Nossies during the battle of 1999. Like Director Francesca 
DeLaire, Baltimore’s best intelligence officer and Primogen in all but name, who’d come to 
New York City with her people to fight instead of taking shelter with Baltimore’s antitribu. 
Wendy had been a runner in those nights of war, dashing between DeLaire and Gerard, 
coordinating cyber attacks on various Sabbat ghoul holdings and reporting back progress and 
results. DeLaire had been six feet tall, but somehow seemed to tower over those taller still 
with the air of easy authority she projected. Her appearance had been gritty but neat and 
coordinated in a way that even the most snobbish Toreador, like the Harpy Thomas Arturo, 
would admit made the grunge aesthetic look fantastic. 


Her childe, Miles Erikson, only four years older than Wendy, had stuck by his sire’s side all 
night, watching and listening in complete silence. He’d absorbed everything as his sire made 
asides to him, explained her actions and motivations, discussed the outcomes she was going 
for and the sacrifices she had to make and why — all that in between coordinating with 
Calebros and Cock Robin. Wendy hadn’t been sure the kid had said more than three words to 
anyone all night. Even DeLaire had only received quick, silent nods in response to her 
explanations. The shy childe had flinched away every time another Nossie got too close to 
him. The night had probably been even more overwhelming for him, far from his home and 
surrounded by the refugees that crammed the flooded shopping centre full, than for the local 
fledglings like Wendy. 


(Wendy had insisted to Calebros that none of the visitors be allowed to use the Kennels. To 
her relief, Primogen “I turned out fine” Calebros had agreed; the Kennels couldn’t support so 
many visitors. That had been a couple of weeks before her breakdown, when she’d gone 
through and opened all the cages.) 


On one hand, knowledge was power, and looking up information about Francesca DeLaire 
and her people would be valuable. On the other, it would mean sifting through so much crap 
from whatever else they used their PCs for, and despite the blood Cass had given her earlier, 
Wendy was starving. 


So with Scabbers and Reepicheep hiding in her hoodie, and her face obscured by fabric, 
Wendy headed out to feed. There was no Gerard left in the Warren to stop her and admonish 
her about the Blood Hunt; he and Calebros had headed up to Elysium. Hopefully they made it 
without destroying each other. 


Hopefully Gerard made it without getting destroyed by Qadir. 


At this time of night, though, the roads were clear of kine. The Atlantic had brought in a 
drizzle of rain, and the grid of the hulking skyscrapers above forced the wind into a tunnel of 
wet spray. Despite the weather and how late it was, it was New York City, and homeless 
people were a dime a dozen — it was no difficulty to grab a couple. It was a step up from 
rats. It was infinitely better than the Kennels. 


Anything was better than the Kennels. 
A car slowed down, and idled beside her. 


“Fuck off,” said Wendy, without looking. Because even covered up from head to toe, even 
with her crooked ankle, it was still easy to tell from her slender frame that she was female 
and creeps gonna creep, even at three in the morning. Especially at three in the morning. 


“Td know that limp anywhere.” She heard the window come down. “Wendy. Calebros told 
me this was your stomping ground.” 


“Oh, shit.”” Wendy whirled around, and froze. Qadir al-Asmai sat in the driver’s seat. 


It occurred to her that this was the second time in her life that Qadir had been sent to retrieve 
her, and just as before, the Camarilla would almost certainly be pleased if she didn’t survive 
long enough for him to do so. 


“Uh,” said Wendy. As she looked past Qadir, she saw a woman she couldn’t identify sitting in 
the back seat. “Hi.” 


“Panhard’s declared a Blood Hunt on you.” It wasn’t like Qadir to be so unprofessional as to 
make chitchat with the enemy. But then, he’d always been rather close to the Nosferatu here 
— well, he had been before now. “Rafin told her you’d already left the city.” 


Wendy’s brain whirred like a computer starting up. If Wendy sprinted backwards, then Qadir 
would have to turn around to follow her and he’d be on the wrong side of the road. Wait! 
Shit! He had Celerity, so that was a bad idea. Maybe if she — 


“So,” said Qadir, “I’m supposed to go to Baltimore and drag you back.” 


“Uh huh,” said Wendy. “You should probably leave so you can do that, huh?” 


The woman in the back seat popped open the door. At her feet, Wendy saw her backpack, her 
laptop bag, and her box of rats. 


“Can’t do that if you’re not there though, can I?” said Qadir. 
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The woman in the back seat turned out to be Jennifer, Qadir’s ghoul, banished from riding 
shotgun because Qadir didn’t like his peripheral vision to be obscured. That was what he told 
Wendy when he shooed her out of the front seat. Jennifer ignored Wendy’s greeting and slept 
for most of the drive. 


Wendy clutched the rat box for the whole journey, refusing to look out of the window. She 
was used to ceilings and skyscrapers, not wide open skies. 


They arrived at Baltimore less than an hour before dawn. By then, most Kindred would be 
hunkering down in their havens, and most fledglings would be asleep. Baltimore’s Elysium 
was a casino not far from a strip mall; at this hour there would still be ghouls about. 


Well. Should. The glass doors of the casino should be bright, but there was nothing but 
darkness beyond the gaps of metal shutters. Even the casino’s sign above was powered down 
instead of flashing and screaming for attention. 


“Since when do casinos close at night?” Wendy looked out the window as Qadir parked. “I 
thought most were 24 hours.” 


Qadir pulled the parking brake with a shrug. 


Jennifer didn’t look to be moving from her seat, so Wendy left her rat box on the floor and 
bundled herself up. It wouldn’t do for any humans to see the body whiskers at her knees, 
elbows and hips, or the semi-webbed hands that made her gloves uncomfortable, or the 
massive ear she kept hidden under her beanie. She scurried after Qadir’s long strides, trying 
not to limp too much. Scabbers and Reepicheep were still in her pockets, fast asleep. 


Qadir stopped at the double doors, peering at a sheet of paper stuck between the glass and the 
shudders behind. “They closed earlier tonight. ‘Until further notice.’” 


“That doesn’t mean Elysium is closed, though.” Wendy adjusted her scarf to make sure it fit 
over her nose and under her sunnies. “... Right?” 


“Was this Elysium listed on SchreckNET?” 
“Uh... yeah. Yeah, it was.” 


“Then it’s probably closed too,” says Qadir. “Given that he’s on the doorstep of the NSA, 
Goldwin must have called the evacuation as soon as Kaiser told him what’s going on.” 


“You don’t want to check?” 
“Do you think it’s wise to?” 


“What else is there to do?” Wendy fidgeted, waiting for Qadir to do something. When he 
didn’t move, she said, “I need to see DeLaire. I don’t know where the Warrens are.” 


“Keep your voice down, there’s still people about,” Qadir murmured, glancing past Wendy. 
Wendy looked behind her to see a male human giving them odd looks from a bench. He was 
far enough away he couldn’t have heard, but it was an odd hour for a human to be hanging 
around. He didn’t look homeless, either. “Didn’t you check before you left?” 


“No. I didn’t think Elysium would move.” Wendy kept staring at the human at the bench. The 
human lit a cigarette, and stood up. Wendy flinched at the flame, as far away as it was. 
“Damn it, that human’s coming up to us...” 


Shit. Wendy should’ve Obfuscated instead of layering up. She stepped closer to Qadir as the 
human approached. 


“Hey,” said the human, gesturing to the notice. “Know anything about that?” 
“Why do you ask?” said Qadir, looking the human up and down. 


In the driver’s seat of the car parked in front of Qadir’s, Wendy thought she saw something 
move. Between the tinted windows and her glasses, it was impossible to tell for certain. 


“Just not normal.” The human shrugged. “Figured maybe somebody’d know about it.” 
“No, sorry, we don’t.” Qadir brushed past him. 
The human looked at Wendy critically. “You always wear sunglasses at night?” 


Wendy flashed him the peace sign and ran after Qadir. “Being a weirdo’s not a Masquerade 
violation, is it?” she whispered as she opened the car door. 


Qadir didn’t answer. He didn’t say anything at all until he started the engine and the doors 
were closed. “Undercover cops. Stakeout. Not good.” 


“That was ‘undercover’?” Wendy yanked her belt on. 


“He was hanging around when we got here.” Qadir guided the car out of its spot. “There was 
another human watching us from that vehicle.” He gestured to the car Wendy had glimpsed 
movement from. 


“Tt must be a coincidence that they’re watching the place,” said Wendy. “The humans can’t 
have reacted this quickly, they’1l be in denial for a while before they realise we’re real.” 


“I’m not so sure,” said Qadir, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. “If they’re already 
watching Elysium, then that makes things look worse. Like the Breach wasn’t the start of 
this, just the first part we noticed.” 


Wendy pulled her rat box back onto her lap. She hugged it as Qadir’s words sank in. 


Qadir cruised downtown. Wendy made him pull over and released her rats from their box into 
the streets. 


Maintaining and using the spy rats had been her responsibility, once. Wendy had spent a fair 
portion of her childehood apprenticing to Kaiser, who got most of his intel from an army of 
rats stationed at points all over New York, scuttling in the walls of the havens of NYC’s most 
oblivious. But there was a Jot of blood that went to keeping them all ghouled, and part of 
Wendy’s job had been to lighten Kaiser’s load. With both her and Kaiser gone from NYC, 
that left her kin at home to take up the slack. 


At least the rats were smart enough to keep track of dates and knew to return when their next 
feeding was due. Rats were smart even before vitae made them smarter, and she’d need a 
whole lot of them to stake out Fort Meade and the NSA’s HQ. With luck, Director DeLaire 
had plenty at her own disposal and would be willing to share. 


Or so Wendy hoped. 


By seeing through their eyes with Animalism and jumping from rat to rat as Qadir drove 
around — faster and faster as she felt the sun get closer to breaching the horizon — she was 
able to locate an abandoned three-story office building for them to shelter in. They reached it 
with only a few minutes to spare until dawn. Qadir barely had time to hand Jennifer the keys. 
Wendy hopped from foot to foot in a back doorway as Qadir took his sweet damn time 
walking over, unwilling to leave him behind completely. 


The daysleep took her, a long, empty void. But when something shook her awake, instead of 
the dim glow of the fairy lights in her room, her eyes opened to find nothing but near- 
blackness, and the shape of something pale in the dark, looming over her. 


She yelped, drew up her legs, planted her feet against its chest and sent it clear across the 
room. She was scuttling backwards into a corner before she even realised she was awake. Her 
head jerked to take everything in, something was following her, something was following her 
and it had caught her sleeping — 


“Ow,” said Qadir. “Remind me never to sneak up on you.” 


Her panic subsided. Her body remembered it didn’t need to breathe at all, let alone pant. The 
figure standing up from where she’d kicked it into the wall had dark hair, not the red-gold her 
memory had superimposed in front of her vision. 


There was nothing here. Nothing hunting her. Nobody here but her and Qadir. And Jennifer 
the ghoul, standing at the bottom of the stairs, looking like she was ready to bolt after seeing 
her master fly across the room. 


Baltimore. She was in a basement in Baltimore. 


“Sorry,” Wendy breathed. “I... forgot where we were. Sorry about the — ” She registered the 
look on Qadir’s face. “What happened?” 


“The casino burned down today,” said Qadir, dusting bits of plaster out of his hair and from 
his shoulders. He seemed unfazed by his brief flight at first, but occasionally stole a glance to 
Wendy that seemed wary. Tense. Guilt welled up in her chest. 


Then she realised what he was saying. 


“What?” The implications cut through the hangover of the day-sleep. This couldn’t be 
possible. Governments had due process and shit. Things to sign, meetings to gather, warrants 
to apply for. Hell, they shouldn’t even be up to that yet, they should still be grappling with 
their existence while neck-deep in denial! 


“That fast?” said Wendy. “That fast?” 


By the stairs, Jennifer nodded, still giving Wendy uncomfortable looks. “I was watching the 
place while you both slept.” 


“T suspected this might happen when I saw that stakeout,” said Qadir. “You realise what this 
means, right? This implies that SchreckNET’s breach was a coordinated attack. This wasn’t 
them discovering us, this was them confirming something they already knew.” 


Wendy sat up from where she’d been leaning against the wall, one hand covering her mouth. 
“How?” 


“Hunters know we exist,” said Qadir. “The human internet is getting bigger every night, it’s 
only logical that a hunter would come to the conclusion that we’re online, too.” Gerard had 
said as much, once. “The trick was finding out where. And which human agency is the best 
one to find out?” 


The NSA. 


“They came to the plate to bat,” said Qadir, “and they got a home run. There are hunters in 
the NSA, I’d bet my life on it.” 


“They’ve probably been working on the NSA for years,” said Wendy. “That way when they 
finally found us, they could just present the evidence to the NSA and there’d already be 
people in there willing to believe. People who wouldn’t laugh them out of the room.” 


“Prince Goldwin will probably know about his Elysium very soon, if he doesn’t already,” 
said Qadir. “It’s just after sundown.” 


Wendy got up. With Animalism, she cast out her senses and found her rats. She drifted from 
rat to rat, prodding it, questioning it, consolidating the information they gave her. 


“When I hacked SchreckNET as a human,” she said, half her focus on her rats, “I didn’t 
believe you guys were vampires. Even with the evidence right in front of my face. I outran 
you all for a week, and I didn’t believe it. I thought you guys were some kind of sun-hating 
cult.” She went past Jennifer and up the stairs, adjusting her clothing to make sure she was 
fully covered. Qadir followed. The sunglasses made it difficult to see in the near blackness, 
but Wendy’s good ear was like sonar, using the sound of her own steps to guide her. “It 
wasn’t until I saw Kaiser in front of me that I realised...” 


“T thought you were Gerard’s childe?” 


An image of a sea of ankles assaulted her. Wendy stilled herself for a moment, getting her 
bearings as the rat’s mental image faded. “I was supposed to be Kaiser’s, but Gerard yoinked 
me out from under his nose.” More ankles. Sidewalks. And the smell of Kindred. While her 
vision was occupied by the rats, she used the railing to guide her way up the stairs. “And — 
oh, shit. Right. That makes me an illegal Embrace, doesn’t it? A bastard?” At the top of the 
stairs was a heavy door. Its hinges were stiff and rusted, but after she pulled herself briefly 
away from her rats, Wendy’s Nosferatu strength let it come free with a yank. “And here I am 
babbling about it to the Sheriff.” 


“T don’t think there’s a Prince in the Camarilla that actually expects the Nosferatu to ask for 
permission before they Embrace,” said Qadir. He had to forcefully shut the door behind them. 
“Most Princes leave it. Warrens can be trusted to keep their own in line.” 


“Oh, thank god.” 


“Doesn’t mean they won’t use it against you if you make them mad, though,” said Qadir. 
“Make no mistake. So that’s how the Nosferatu found you, eh? Hacked SchreckNET? Why 
doesn’t that surprise me?” 


“Dude,” said Wendy, as they emerged into a parking lot. She caught a vision of a nightclub, 
the scent of gas, the scurrying of tiny little hands in front of her, the sensation of a tail at her 
rump. “You were there.” 


“T was?” 


And it suddenly hit her: Qadir wouldn’t recognise her. She was Nosferatu. Hell, he hadn’t 
even seen her face, had he? He’d only spoken to her through a door, and the Embrace had 
ruined her voice as much as her looks. 


She cackled. “May, 1994. Ring any bells?” Wendy navigated onto a sidewalk. Early evening 
was always a busy time for kine, so she lowered her voice as the mortals bustled around 
them. “You were sent to round up a woman in IT who violated the Masquerade, don’t you 
remember? They gave you my name, Qadir. Then introduced me to you again a month later!” 


“T deal with Masquerade violations all the time,” said Qadir. Wendy stopped and cast her 
senses out to her rats again. “I never remember the names. Uh, where are we going?” 


“Elysium,” she said, just loud enough for Qadir to hear, and not the humans around them. 
More visions filled her senses, overlapping and giving her a path. “My rats spent the day 
seeking out Kindred scents. I reckon they’ ve triangulated where the new Elysium is, or a 
hotspot at the very least.” 


“Should we drive?” 


“The rats have a different perspective,” said Wendy. “They’re ankle-height, I have to sort 
of... put the pieces together, because things look different from up here. If we’re driving 
we’re passing everything too fast for me to figure out where we should be going.” She 
recognised a dumpster from one of her rat’s visions — and the rat itself, peering at her from 
between it and a wall — and started following the trail. Behind her, Qadir and Jennifer 
followed. “Anyway, you came to my door with Allegra and said you were a cop. I told you to 
slide the warrant under the door — “ 


“That was you?” said Qadir. “I remember that! I thought Kaiser had made up the Masquerade 
violation story so he could aim me at Thomas Arturo. You were pretending to be one of his 
ghouls, as I recall.” 


“Yeah, I read the name in an email. I didn’t even know what a ghoul was. Just picked the first 
words that sounded important.” 


“T used to work with Allegra all the time,” Qadir mused as they stopped at a traffic light. 
Wendy hit the button. “I haven’t seen her in years, how’s she doing?” 


Wendy’s smile faded. She didn’t notice the walk signal had gone off until Qadir tugged at her 
hoodie. 


“Dead,” said Wendy. “Lost under New York.” 
“Oh,” said Qadir. 


It seemed like the thing under New York was determined to haunt her tonight. Wendy stepped 
onto the curb, banishing the past. She continued to keep her voice low, mindful of the nearby 
humans. “The Nosferatu spent the next week hunting me down. I would’ve evaded them, but 
for some dumbass reason I went back home. Kaiser picked me up and took me to the 
Warrens, and Gerard literally jumped out of the shadows and bit me first.” Wendy watched 


her feet step over cracks in the sidewalk. “In hindsight, it was a good thing he did. If Gerard 
didn’t have a childe to carry on his work right now...” 


“We'd be in trouble.” Qadir stepped aside to dodge some idiot on a bicycle, who almost 
mowed down Jennifer. Qadir checked his ghoul was all right, and, once she finished cursing, 
said, “Your clan would be, too. You coming out here to do damage control so quickly might 
save your clan from getting removed from the Tower.” 


“Or worse.” Wendy’s hand fell to another pocket. There was a lump. Reepicheep. “Is that 
why you’re helping us?” 


“T have a lot of respect for Calebros,” said Qadir. “Nobody knows what’s coming next, and 
your clan’s going to be on the end of a lot of blame and tension. I don’t want anything to 
happen to Cal’s clan.” 


“We won’t be destroyed,” said Wendy. “We’re too good at hiding, at blending in. But if we 
were cast out and hunted down as a group... I can’t promise we wouldn’t do some drastic 
things.” 


“Like taking refuge in the Sabbat,” said Qadir, careful to speak loud enough for only Wendy 
to hear. “We know you’re close with your antitribu siblings. Close enough they’d swoop in to 
rescue you all and take you in, and then we’d have one of the most powerful clans — if not 
the most powerful — welcomed into the Sabbat with open arms.” 


Wendy jumped as a kine leaned on a horn; someone had just cut them off in traffic. Swearing 
streamed from a wound-down window, paired with rude gestures. 


“We have no traitors in the Camarilla Nosferatu, Qadir.” Frazzled from the horn, she 
quickened her pace. 


“But you wouldn’t be Camarilla Nosferatu any more, would you?” said Qadir, keeping pace 
without effort. “And your sire, especially, has close ties with Nosferatu antitribu.” 


Wendy said nothing. 


“There’s a reason why Panhard didn’t put a blood hunt on both of you immediately,” said 
Qadir in a whisper. “Luring Rafin out alive was the only way to control his eventual fate, to 
make sure he didn’t run to the Sabbat. She had Calebros deliver the message because she 
knew he would be the only person not to encourage him to run and hide.” 


And that’s why you escorted me to Baltimore, wasnt it? So I wouldnt run to them either? 


The Nosferatu put clan above sect, she almost said as she stopped at another walk light. But 
as much as Wendy trusted Qadir, she knew the man. He was a friend of the Warren, but he 
was a consummate professional — for him to disobey his orders to bring her down here in 
the first place was more than she’d expected from him. 


He wouldn’t take it well if she told him that most Nosferatu Warrens got along quite well 
with the antitribu. That the Nosferatu in general viewed working with sects as akin to 


working for rival companies. Topsiders carried on like the Sabbat and Camarilla were 
religions. 


“T’m going to be straight with you,” said Qadir. He glanced at a middle aged human female 
who was standing too close for comfort, and kept his voice low and steady. “I respect you a 
lot, Wendy —” 


“But?” Wendy looked at the human, but she was absorbed in a palm pilot. 
“But what you did during the Battle of New York has bothered me for years,” said Qadir. 


Wendy felt an icy fist clutch her heart. “You know about that?” She murmured, refusing to 
look at him. 


“Everyone does.” The light changed, and Qadir marched across the road. “But that wasn’t 
what bothered me the most. There’s always been rumours about your sire. What bothered me 
is that Calebros pardoned you both without even thinking about it. Calebros. That’s 
suspicious enough from anyone else, but Calebros? He takes weeks to decide which shoes to 
wear in the evening!” 


“Calebros isn’t a traitor.” Wendy rushed to catch up to him. 


“Cock Robin was furious,” said Qadir. “He’d already decided I’d be your executioner, and he 
didn’t expect Calebros to defy him so soon after putting him on the throne.” Qadir stepped 
onto the curb. A homeless kine shoved a cup in his face. Qadir ignored it, leaning closer to 
Wendy. “I’ve always known your bloodline is tainted by association with the Sabbat, but ever 
since that pardon, I’ve wondered just how deep the rot in your Warren goes.” 


His words were knives. They’d been friends for years. “What, bitter you didn’t get to execute 
me?” 


“No, I’m bitter that Calebros wasn’t bothered by what you did at all,” said Qadir. “Not even a 
slap on the wrist, not even five minutes to agonise over the implications of you spilling 
Camarilla secrets to the Sabbat. He just went ‘nope, not a problem, you’re fine.’ And that 
was it!” 


“T didn’t spill secrets!” Wendy lowered her tone again because the homeless kine was 
following them, now, rambling about... people buying him food, or something, she wasn’t 
really paying attention. “All I was supposed to do was tell them to expect an attack from 
Cock Robin. They’ve done that for us before. How do you think we maintained a Warren in 
Sabbat territory for so long? I didn’t even make it on time, I almost got — “ 


Glowing, flawless skin. Beautiful cheekbones. Sad, brown eyes. A flash of red gold. 
Devoured. 


“But you did what you did with intent, Wendy,” said Qadir in a low, cold tone. “If the New 
York Warren’s dealings with the Sabbat is so ordinary to them that even Calebros doesn’t 
think about it — “ 


Wendy blurted out, “That’s not a New York thing, that’s a Nosferatu thing! Most of us are on 
talking terms with each other. We don’t spill sect secrets, we just make sure our sister 
Warrens don’t get wiped out.” 


“T don’t believe that,” said Qadir. “Not with the way Cock Robin reacted. You do know he’s 
Nosferatu too, right?” 


How could she not notice, with the beak, the insectoid eyes, the constant clicking? The way 
he was so deformed he struggled even to talk? He’d ghouled a ten-year-old human child to be 
his interpreter. Wendy had never met her as he hadn’t brought her to New York, but she’d 
heard the stories about the creepy savant whose name nobody knew, whose humanity and 
childhood had been forever stolen from her by someone who viewed her as nothing more 
than his mouthpiece. “Of course I know, Qadir, I saw him there!” 


“Voice!” hissed Qadir. “Down!” 


“You're the one getting pissy!”” But Wendy lowered her voice, guiltily, and glanced behind 
them. 


The homeless guy used this as an invitation to say, “Seriously, dude, I can’t use burgers to 
buy medicine! How am I supposed to — ?!” 


Wendy almost stumbled as her feet rooted themselves to the ground with fear. Her entire 
body seized up, she couldn’t move, and she thought she heard the ghost of a hammering heart 
in her ears. For a horrifying moment she felt her Beast rise, screaming at her to run away 
from Qadir, who simply stood beside her, watching the human. 


The homeless kine scuttled away. Qadir’s terrifying aura disappeared as if it had never been. 
Wendy gasped for an unnecessary breath. 


“Warn me next time you decide to spring Presence on somebody!” Wendy snapped. 


Qadir continued the discussion as if it hadn’t been interrupted. “What you’re saying just isn’t 
true. I trust you enough to know that you think you’re speaking the truth, you’ve got a good 
enough relationship with your sire you’ll buy anything he says. But Cock Robin wouldn’t 
have reacted like that if it was normal for Nosferatu to just casually save the lives of their 
antitribu.” 


“You think the Camarilla would have allowed anyone short of the most rabid individuals to 
be Justicar?” She was still rattled by the Presence. “Cock Robin’s always been a maverick. 
He’s quick to criticise us, but it goes past that, the guy outright hates us as a clan. He doesn’t 
have a Warren of his own; Petrodon abandoned him as a childe and only returned to use him. 
He’s not socialised like other Nosferatu are, was never taught to put clan above sect. Didn’t 
you ever think that was weird?” 


“So what?” said Qadir. “He had daddy issues and took it out on your Warren. I’ve seen 
Kindred do that before, I heard Thomas Arturo was pretty pissy as a childe — “ then he 
stopped, along with his anger, in his tracks. “Wait. Petrodon.” 


“Exactly,” said Wendy. 
“Petrodon was destroyed,” said Qadir. “Shouldn’t he have been glad he was dead?” 


“Exactly,” said Wendy again. “Cock Robin despises our clan and holds grudges, but his sire 
abandons him, comes back, uses him and — Cock Robin suddenly likes him enough to want 
revenge when he’s destroyed? That doesn’t strike you as odd at all?” 


“So let me guess.” Qadir started walking again. “Cock Robin used that as a pretext to get on 
the ground in New York City — “ 


VeSIt" 

“Because for some reason ‘helping the Camarilla fight the Sabbat’ would be suspicious — “ 
“No, you see, that was the pretext he wanted to give Calebros — “ 

“So he could do what?” 


“So Calebros would run around New York helping Cock Robin get his apparent revenge 
while Cock Robin snuck his own agents into our Warren among all the eastern seaboard 
refugees,” said Wendy. 


“What, their antitribu buddies didn’t help them out?” 


Well, no, not every Warren got along with its Sabbat counterpart. But that wasn’t the only 
reason they came to New York — Director DeLaire’s people had come up simply because 
they were needed, and others wanted to fight any Sabbat as long as they were aimed at any 
antitribu other than their own. They weren’t going to hurt their Nosferatu cousins in 
Accounting, but they’d gladly fuck up that Toreador Scotty from Marketing. 


“T’m not going to let you bait me into telling you the fine intricacies of Nosferatu politics,” 
she snapped. 


“Why would Cock Robin have to sneak his own people into a Warren on his own side?” said 
Qadir. “Because it was full of Sabbat sympathisers?” 


“Fucking hell, Qadir,” said Wendy. “No, he snuck his own people in because he intended to 
destroy my Warren and the antitribu Warren. That’s why he snuck his own people in!” 


Fuck, she hated whispered arguments! 


“Wendy,” said Qadir, “If I wasn’t keeping an eye on your Warren, I would honestly say from 
what you’ve told me about your Warren’s relationship with the antitribu that it was his duty to 
destroy you all. Even Calebros has never told me why he was willing to pardon you so 
quickly. All these years, I’ve — ” 


“It wasn’t about the Sabbat,” said Wendy. “It wasn’t about our relationship with them at all. 
Cock Robin wanted to destroy us all simply because he hates other Nosferatu.” 


“Ts that what Rafin told you?” 


“It’s what everyone told me,” said Wendy. “What people have been telling me for years. Cock 
Robin despises his own clan.” 


“So he was willing to sacrifice all of its spies and resources not because it had Sabbat 
sympathisers — “ 


“I’m not a Sabbat sympathiser!” 
“__ but simply because he was mad at you all for existing,” said Qadir. 


“Yes!” said Wendy. “I don’t know what his deal is, but the Nosferatu know he hates us all as a 
rule. Ask Director DeLaire if you don’t believe me. Ask literally any Nosferatu, anywhere, in 
the United States. He is infamous for barely tolerating us at best. We offer to shelter him 
when he visits because whether we like him or not, he’s our kin, but most of the time he 
refuses to be in the Warren any longer than he has to. And he hates Gerard and I even more 
than the rest of them because we defied him. If either the Camarilla or the Sabbat antitribu 
were going to be destroyed, it was going to be at the hands of a topsider, not one of our own.” 


“One of our own,” Qadir spat quietly, shaking his head. “I’ve been pretending this didn’t 
happen for years. I felt betrayed, Wendy. Betrayed by you, who’d been like a little niece to 
me. Betrayed by Calebros. Even Rafin, though I never talked to him much anyway. I honestly 
thought both you and Calebros were better than this, but now you’re explaining it to me you 
just make it sound worse.” 


There was a Black street musician nearby, playing the violin. A few of her fellows were 
dancing in front of her. Qadir stopped to watch, enraptured. 


“T didn’t even make it, anyway,” said Wendy. “I got lost.” 
Qadir said nothing, caught in a reverie. 


Wendy waited for a moment, then nudged him. Gently, at first, then harder. Then shook his 
shoulder when that didn’t do it. 


His daze broken, Qadir ruffled himself like a bird shaking rain from its feathers. He kept 
walking without a word, almost right past the street Wendy wanted to direct them into. 


They walked in silence. Occasionally, Wendy checked in on her rats and compared their 
memories with their surroundings to make sure they were going the right way. 


“For what it’s worth,” said Qadir, softly, “I’m sorry you got lost. I’m fucking — pissed about 
everything, about what you did, what Calebros did. But I don’t think you’re evil. I don’t think 
you mean any malice. I think you really did think you were doing the right thing. And I’m 
sorry you got lost when you did.” 


“The catacombs are pretty terrible,” Wendy breathed, still nursing her hurt in her chest. 
“We’re not supposed to go into the Warrens alone.” 


“Fuck your sire for sending you in,” said Qadir. “For putting you in that position. Especially 
when your lot are always going on about Nictuku in the tunnels.” 


She’d wanted to go. She’d thought she’d find her way. But she didn’t argue. “Yeah, well.” 
She shrugged. 


“You were pretty rattled afterwards,” said Qadir. “I remember. Rafin said you ran into one. I 
was never sure if he was saying that to get sympathy from me in light of his betrayal or 
not...” 


“T did run into something,” Wendy murmured, “yeah.” 
Qadir joked, weakly, “Not Nictuku, huh?” 


“The Nictuku exist,” said Wendy. She knew one whose family had been hidden among the 
Nosferatu for generations, who’d been abandoned by her sire when she came out too hideous 
to hide his true heritage. Their line had kept their secret ever since their progenitor had 
defected from the Nictuku. Even Gerard, warily, had kept it for them too. “But they weren’t 
Nictuku.” 


Gerard was damn sure of that. The Nictuku were claustrophobic. The defector’s descendants 
had confirmed that. One of them, Kiwi, had visited the Warrens only once, and she’d been 
visibly rattled. The shopping centre wasn’t even cramped and made of dirt and stone like 
most Warrens, but the lack of windows had been enough to upset the visiting fledgling. 


“You think whatever’s down there is worse?” said Qadir. 


“Yeah,” breathed Wendy. “A lot worse. It was how Allegra died. We’ve lost many since my 
Embrace. Most vanish without a trace, others leave violent vitae splatters behind.” Once 
again, the catacombs of New York started to encroach on her. She found herself staring into 
space, saw flashes of a pretty face in front of her. The face she’d thought she’d seen in the 
basement of that building as Qadir had shaken her awake. “It can see through Obfuscate.” 


“I’m sorry, what?” 


Qadir had been lost in rapture watching the dancers beside the musician, and now Wendy felt 
herself falling into the same reverie, watching a five-year-old scene take place in front of her 
mind’s eye as she struggled to resist falling into its waters. 


The current dragged at her. She could still see its face today, a face that could have been 
Toreador for all its beauty. Shining red-gold hair, flawless skin that glowed like the moon... 


And those eyes. Strangely human. Strangely sad. Strangely troubled. 
Her Warren had heard the story, and decided it was Nictuku. 
Wendy knew better. 


“It’s not Nictuku,” said Wendy. And because the currents still pulled at her, knee-deep in 
memory, because she wasn’t quite in the present, she said, “It’s powerful, and it...” It had 


seen her, even with the shadows pulled around her. 


It had taken her hand with that kind, sad smile, and she’d looked it in the eyes and somehow 
known everything would be okay. Dominate, she realised later. Or maybe Presence. Maybe 
both. A command to keep calm that was so powerful it didn’t need to speak aloud. 


And it wasn’t even the real enemy. Just one of its servants. She knew that. 
She wouldn’t have survived if it had been the real thing. 
“An Antediluvian?” said Qadir. “You’re not seriously suggesting that.” 


(Had she said the word out loud? She must have. But the current grew stronger and she said 
nothing that she was aware of.) 


She knew which clan it was, too. There was only one clan that made flesh monstrosities like 
the ones she saw down there. That could sculpt its servant’s face to look like a model, like 
some kind of beautiful god... 


“Wendy?” 


Tendrils. Teeth. Trypophobic eyeballs. They hadn’t watched her as she walked through those 
fleshy corridors, but somehow that had just made them creepier... you’d think eyes would 
watch you, but it had been watching something else... 


“Wendy!” 


Wendy had come to a stop. Kine were veering around them. Qadir looked deeply unsettled as 
she met his gaze. 


“First you told me that you’re fine with spilling Camarilla secrets to the antitribu,” said 
Qadir, glancing at the humans as he spoke under his breath, “then you told me that Cock 
Robin wants to destroy the Nosferatu, and now you’re saying there’s an Antediluvian under 
New York. Wendy, I like you, despite what you did I do like you and consider you a friend. I 
shouldn’t, but I do. But right now you sound like a completely out-of-touch nutcase. Where 
did this come from? This has never been like you. You’ve always been smart, you’ve always 
used your head, where did this all come from?” 


The pull of the past lessened a little, the face of the thing under New York became a little less 
vivid. 


“Tt’s not Nictuku.” Wendy tried to shake it off. “It can t be Nictuku. And it’s far more 
dangerous than a Methuselah. There’s something down there, Qadir, and it’s hungry. Maybe 
it’s doing something to everyone in New York, maybe it’s the reason why the other clans 
never listen when we ask for help...” She looked to Qadir, haunted. “We need the antitribu 
and they need us. I’ve seen the signs of the thing under New York and it’s horrific. It’s 
powerful. Its servant, the thing I ran into, could have crushed me like a bug. In the face of 
what sleeps underneath us every single night, we can’t afford to let something petty like sect 
get in the way of survival.” 


Qadir stared at her in shock. 
“So why don’t you leave?” he said. 


“We tried,” said Wendy. “Or rather — my Warren’s tried. We’re Nosferatu, Qadir. We need to 
dig, as much as the Nictuku need the open sky. We need the earth like they need the moon. 
Every now and then someone loses someone close to the thing under New York and tries to 
stay topside for a while, might even take their coterie... they never stay for long. They 
always come back. We need the earth. And you need us in New York City.” 


Qadir watched her, face stricken. 
“What on earth,” he breathed, “is going on down there?” 


“T saw its servant,” said Wendy. She couldn’t stop the wistfulness from seeping into her 
voice, couldn’t stop the breathy whisper. “It looked like a young man, the most beautiful man 
I'd ever seen...” 


“'.. Wendy?” Qadir looked seriously unnerved. 
Wendy slowly lifted a gloved hand and pointed over his shoulder. 


“What on earth’s gotten into you?” Qadir glanced at the club behind him, then back to her. 
“Wendy? 


“We’re here,” Wendy breathed. 
“What?” 


“Elysium,” said Wendy. “We’re here.” 
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Most Elysia were disguised as nightclubs. Baltimore had been unusual, hiding theirs as a 
casino; but alas, the Breach had dragged the local Camarilla kicking and screaming into 
cliche. 


And Wendy stuck out like a sore thumb inside with every inch of her skin covered as throngs 
of kine pulsed and writhed to the music that threatened to deafen her extremely sensitive 
hearing. The bass throbbed so powerfully she could feel it in her body whiskers, even hidden 
underneath her clothing. 


Qadir was shouting something, but Wendy, trying to salvage what was left of her eardrums, 
didn’t hear a word of it. He grabbed her elbow, making her yelp as he crushed the whiskers 
there, and dragged her through the crowd. 


A human crashed into her. Looked at her, said something, grinning, then reached for her 
sunglasses. Without removing her hands from her ears, Wendy sent her good knee up into the 
man’s crotch. She didn’t get to see his reaction (a pained one, she thought it was safe to 
assume) because Qadir was dragging her again. Off balance, she stumbled. 


Qadir righted her. “— VIP!” she thought he heard him yell. 


Wincing, she found that Qadir had led them to a clearing in the mass of kine. Qadir was 
gesturing at something, mouth moving, but the sounds that came out of his mouth just 
swarmed painfully with the cacophony that surrounded them. 


He gestured to his ears and said something. Wendy just nodded and hoped she’d understood 
him right (yes, her ears really hurt, thank you for maybe-asking!), then looked to where Qadir 
had been pointing. 


There was a man by a velvet rope, looking bored out of his mind as lights of all different 
colours flashed across his features. 


Qadir gestured to himself, then the door they’d entered through. Then at Wendy, and then to 
the velvet rope. 


“Oh no,” Wendy tried to say, but she couldn’t hear herself speak any more than she’d heard 
Qadir. “You are not leaving — “ 


But then Qadir was swallowed up by the crowd. 


Too overwhelmed to react to Qadir’s sudden departure, Wendy half-stumbled towards the 
velvet rope. 


The guard — ghoul? — said something. A single word. 

“What?” shrieked Wendy. 

The guard gestured for her to pull her hands away. 

“Fuck no!” said Wendy. “This noise is killing me! You going to let me in or not?” 
The guard shook his head. 


Wendy cursed. “I need to see the big guy!” Wouldn’t do for her to scream Masquerade 
violations in front of the kine. 


The guard said the word again. This time, Wendy got it from the shape of his lips. 


“T don’t know the fucking password!” said Wendy. “I’m from New York, I sent someone 
ahead of me!” 


The guard shook his head again. 


Oh, for fuck’s sake! It took all of Wendy’s concentration in the face of the sensory overload 
to invoke Animalism, but she did it. Reepicheep scurried out from her pocket and onto the 
floor, then dashed to the man’s leg and crawled up the nice, warm tunnel that awaited. 


He — well, he looked like he was screaming, but Wendy wouldn’t have been able to confirm 
for certain whether he was shrieking in horror or yelling “J love rats in my pants!’ so she 
didn’t bother sticking around to find out and bolted past him. 


She really hoped Qadir’s obvious conclusions were right and that Elysium was the VIP 
lounge, otherwise she was about to scare the shit out of some humans. 


A carpeted stairwell took her upstairs and through a heavy door. Passing through it 
eliminated most of the noise even before she closed it with her hips, like a curtain of 
soundproofed air. She sighed in relief and lowered her hands. 


She was in a large event room, bustling with people at work. The bass still vibrated in the 
floors, but not as much as she’d have expected; she saw someone crouching in the middle of 
the floor and drawing some kind of massive sigil on the carpet in blood. 


Ah, looked like the Tremere were soundproofing the place and were already partway done. 
That would explain why she hadn’t needed to close the door to get away from the noise. 


“Thank God,” she muttered to herself. She could barely hear herself talk, but this time it was 
because of the overwhelming, ear-piercing ringing that the party had left in its wake. 


Ghouls and other strangers bustled about, directing furniture into alcoves. The noise from 
downstairs briefly flared as someone scuffed the sigil, prompting an angry chattering noise 
from the Tremere. A woman was replacing the pale curtains with thick blackouts — or trying 
to, because she was squabbling with an old man who was fishing something metal out of the 
old curtains. Another Kindred stood nearby, watching with the kind of lost expression that 
screamed “fledgling”. Neither of them seemed fazed by the tech the old man was pulling out 
of the curtains, and both of them seemed relieved when he came up to Wendy, dumped a 
bunch of electronics in her arms, then went to inspect an air vent. 


“Uh, thanks? What the fuck?” said Wendy, her own voice sounding muffled as if her ears 
were stuffed with cotton wool. The door opened behind her, banging her on the back of her 
head. She almost dropped the electronics. She yelped and leapt aside. 


“Don’t block the door!” snapped a stranger. From the suit, she guessed he was Ventrue. He 
passed Wendy with a dignified huff. 


She’d been hoping it was Qadir. Where’d he run off to, anyway? Why had he just ditched her 
all of a sudden? 


A small, slight figure was arguing with a dark-haired man with a stern expression on his face. 
A couple of ghouls carrying a couch almost collided with them — they received a pair of 
dark looks. Every now and then the dark-haired man interrupted the talk with the smaller 
Kindred to direct some ghouls, or answer a question, leaving the smaller one visibly 
frustrated. A Seneschal, or the Prince himself? Wendy was about to head on over to 
determine for herself when the door flew open behind her. Again. 

“You're not supposed to be in here!” The guard from downstairs threw Reepicheep at her. 
Wendy dropped the electronics, but caught the rat — the old man from before wandered over 
from the vents, picked them up like nothing was happening, and wandered off again. It was 
only then that Wendy realised they’d been bugs. “The hell do you think you’re playing at, 
barging in like this?” 


“T am supposed to be in here!”” Wendy shoved Reepicheep under her arm and yanked down 
her scarf. Scabbers poked his head out of her hoodie as Wendy pulled off her beanie and 
glasses. “I couldn’t hear a damn thing you were asking down there because of the music! See 


this ear? I can barely hear you now because it’s ringing so hard!” As she spoke, she 
concentrated the blood in her body, willing it to repair her poor, abused eardrums. 


“What is the meaning of this?” A posh British accent heralded the arrival of the maybe- 
Seneschal, maybe-Prince, and his matching sour expression. Wendy caught a glimpse of the 
smaller figure he’d been arguing with pulling his hoodie further over his face. 


Hey, she knew that guy! That was Miles Erikson, Director DeLaire’s kid! 


“I’m sorry, Prince,” said the guard. Ah, so that was Prince Isaac, personally overseeing the 
activities. “She set her rat on me in front of the kine and ran past me — “ 


“T can see she’s one of us, but that’s not to be tolerated.” The Prince gave her an icy look. 
“Setting your rats on my ghouls is not something I’m fond of, Ms Taylor. I presume you’re 
Ms Taylor? I’ve been expecting you.” 


Too frazzled by the sensory overload to keep a cork in it, Wendy gestured to her healing ear. 
“With this, I can’t be downstairs without getting deafened. My hearing is keener than most 
people’s, Prince! There was nothing else I could do, not without a contact in this city — “ 


“And I understand you have one,” said Prince Isaac, smoothly. “Kaiser arrived last night.” 


God damn it, she’d only just got here, and she was already arguing with a Prince. She opened 
her mouth, but before anything could come out, Prince Isaac had dismissed the guard and 
turned back to the kid behind them. “I said no cameras. We can’t risk the kine getting their 
hands on the footage, end of story.” 


“Nobody uses Disciplines here!” Miles, apparently, was as good at navigating the higher 
echelons of Kindred society as Wendy was. “My people don’t come up often enough to be a 
Masquerade threat, and with the issues with the NSA we need to keep an eye on this place 
during the day — “ 


“Have you noticed Regent Penelope, perhaps?” Prince Isaac gestured at the woman bending 
over the blood sigil. By the moment, the sounds downstairs seemed to fade more and more. 
“Or perhaps you’ve spotted Ms Taylor, our guest, the third of your kind to be at Elysium in 
the last twenty four hours, who is a walking Masquerade violation and is standing right here? 
That’s enough. Your clan may have no respect for authority but that does not mean I have to 
humour your arguments any longer. Your behaviour reflects badly on your sire, who should 
have known better than to Embrace somebody like you.” 


“But ——F (x4 


“T said that’s enough.” Prince Isaac whirled on a heel, gesturing for Wendy to follow in a 
movement so smooth she almost missed it. 


They left Miles Erikson wringing his hands by the door. 


Prince Isaac didn’t lead her far, only to a discreet alcove away from the main action, where 
none of his bustling court could trip over them. They passed the Kindred who were fussing 


over the curtains; the fledgling stared at Wendy, eyes wide, then gagged, prompting a snap 
from her sire. Must be Toreador. 


“Ms Taylor,” said Prince Isaac, turning to face her in the relative shelter of the alcove. The 
scowling Ventrue straightened his collar like a bird smoothing its own ruffled feathers. “I’d 
offer you a seat, but as you can see, we are still moving in.” 


“I’m sorry about your old Elysium, Prince Isaac,” said Wendy. 
“Hmm?” 


“It burned down today, if the news hasn’t arrived yet.” Was that tactful? Damn it, she sucked 
at diplomacy, so probably not. Even when she’d been alive she had a motor mouth and often 
blurted out the first thing that came to her head. She could get away with that in the Warrens, 
but not here. 


“Tt had not.” Prince Isaac didn’t look particularly upset by the news, only exasperated. “One 
disaster follows another. When it rains, it floods. I’m thankful that one of your people were 
here to warn us, given that mine clearly were not paying attention.” 


“My” people? Shit, did he think she was some kind of authority figure? 
Internally, Wendy screamed. 


Externally, she kept her face blank and boring. “Ill introduce myself properly then — Wendy 
Taylor, childe of Gerard Rafin. My sire is the creator of SchreckNET, and I am its co- 
administrator. I am here to assist in coordinating efforts in the field with the local Nosferatu 
and sent Kaiser ahead of me to raise the alarm as soon as I was aware of the Breach.” 


Right, that sounded like something someone with authority would say, right? Now that the 
initial shock of the whole situation had left her, sandblasted off by the blaring music 
downstairs, she could feel her old, sarcastic anxiety kick back up and second guess 
everything she did. The fear had driven her on earlier with no hesitation, no faltering, but 
right here, right now, Wendy could only think, of, fuck, trick him into thinking I know what 
I’m doing! 


And then, to Wendy’s utter mortification, Prince Isaac fell for it. 


“You'll be pleased to know my court has been notified of the incident,” said Prince Isaac, as 
Wendy’s internal screaming began to rival the volume of the ear-pounding music downstairs. 
Would the Camarilla even want the average Kindred of Prince Isaac’s court to know what 
happened before they could spin the message themselves? Well, Isaac had let the cat out of 
the bag now. Isaac’s own voice was low as he spoke. “Everyone has gone radio silent, 
including the Nosferatu. Given that Director DeLaire’s intel told us years ago that the NSA 
spy on their own people, we’re not taking any chances with phone calls right now, landline or 
otherwise. It’s also my understanding that Director DeLaire’s agents went dark just after the 
Breach occurred, so getting lines of communication up and running the old fashioned way is 
currently taking the bulk of DeLaire’s attention.” 


“That’s... unexpected.” Oh. Oh. That wasn’t a good sign. At all. “There’s no reason why her 
agents should have been compromised, local Warrens don’t broadcast their agents over 
SchreckNET. How many have fallen out of contact?” 


“That’s what she’s trying to find out,” said Prince Isaac. “The Director is trying to determine 
if it’s lines of communication that have been affected, or the agents themselves. There’s no 
need to panic as of yet, but with SchreckNET down and phones banned, it’1l take some time 
to evaluate the extent of the damage on the Director’s assets. It’s slow going, but we’re in a 
pitch black minefield right now and need to tread carefully.” 


And Isaac was singing like a bird to her, as if she was an elder of some repute and not a ten- 
year-old fledgling with a Blood Hunt on her head. What the fuck did Kaiser say to him? She 
was going to kill him. 


“Very well,” said Wendy, because that was a phrase authority-ish people tended to use. And 
then, blatantly bluffing, she said, “I'll need to confirm the location of the Warren with you, as 
it’s my understanding they’ve moved since I was last in Baltimore.” 


Prince Isaac shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m not privy to that knowledge. You’ll have to ask 
Erikson. Are you familiar with him?” 


“Director DeLaire’s childe, yes,” said Wendy. “I saw him trying to push cameras on you. The 
Director’s idea?” Important authority-ish people asked questions about inane stuff, didn’t 
they? 


“Security measures she wants to take,” said Prince Isaac. His British accent, Wendy noticed, 
occasionally slipped and flashed an American pronunciation that was present enough for her 
to notice, but not quite enough to grasp where, exactly, he was slipping up. Damn, was this 
guy acloset Toreador to be that pretentious? “Just temporary ones, which I understand, but 
I’d rather not take the risk myself. This is a new Elysium and I’m still getting to know the 
staff here; I want nothing compromised if one of them turns out to be a mole.” 


Except the bugs that Kaiser had clearly planted in the curtains the night before that the old 
guy from earlier had found. Wendy knew her clansmate well enough to be able to safely 
assume that was him and not the NSA. Kaiser’s real bugs tended to end up in walls, he liked 
to leave the other ones more accessible to fuck with people. “I think that’s a good idea. The 
NSA has taken us unawares, and until we know the extent of what they’re doing — 
especially if lines of communication with DeLaire’s agents are compromised — then it’s best 
not to make any sudden moves. The last thing we need is the NSA joining up with the 
hunters, and we’re already looking at that as a very real possibility.” 


Prince Isaac was nodding along as she spoke. “Exactly,” he said, gravely. “I might not be as 
old as some, Ms Taylor, but I’m old enough not to underestimate the enemy. Not that Director 
DeLaire is prone to that, but given that this happened under her watch I'd rather she... 
became familiar with the true extent of their abilities before we do anything hasty. We have a 
whole lot to deal with, here.” 


Aha. There it was! He pronounced some of his “‘o”’s wrong — the more American “lawt” 
instead of the British “lot”. The way the Brits said the “O” in that word — short, subtly 


breathy, nothing like the drawling aw at all — wasn’t present in any American accent at all, 
and many Americans couldn’t even hear the sound when somebody else made it. 


It used to drive Wendy’s British antitribu cousins crazy when her uncle Radcliffe said 
“possum” as if it rhymed with “awesome.” It drove them even crazier when they tried to 
teach him the “correct” pronunciation of “possum”, only for him to insist he still heard an 
“aw” sound. Wendy had thought he was joking at first, but when she’d gone home later and 
offhandedly told the then-Primogen, Calebros had sworn the same thing. It had started a 
whole four-night-long argument in the Camarilla Warren, with lines drawn between the North 
American and the European Nosferatu. 


The point was, the sound was subtle enough that many Americans didn’t — couldn t — hear 
the sound in other dialects. Like English-speakers unable to roll a Spanish R, it made them 
unable to imitate it. 


Like Prince Isaac, apparently. 


The thought of her kin here, now, resurrecting the argument like the world’s most eager 
Giovanni made her smile to herself. 


“In any case...” Prince Isaac cleared his throat, giving her a strange look. Wendy 
remembered that other people could see her facial expressions. “I have some urgent matters 
to attend to while you get in touch with the local Warren. In the meantime, you have my 
permission to remain in my domain for as long as the Camarilla requires you to, and 
permission to feed wherever you will, within reason. I’m sure Mr Erikson will divulge the 
location of the Warren to you. In the meantime — “ Prince Isaac clapped his hands together, 
and a ghoul appeared at his shoulder. “I must insist you turn in any phones you have in your 
possession, as even the Nosferatu are not exempt from the ban. I’ve never permitted 
electronics in Elysium due to our neighbours at Fort Meade as it is, but now, more than ever, 
we have to be careful.” 


“Of course.” Wendy dug around in her satchel, careful to keep her laptop out of Prince 
Isaac’s view. “I'll have to wipe the device first.” She didn’t realise how insulting that was 
until it already left her mouth. “Er, it’s part of our Warren’s security policy. It’s either on us, 
or it’s got nothing on us, you know?” She laughed weakly. 


A blatant lie, but there were antitribu phone numbers on that thing and she sure as hell wasn’t 
letting Prince Isaac get his hands on those. She took her flip phone from the satchel. 


“T assure you,” said Prince Isaac, not missing a beat, still ever the image of charm and 
professionalism. “Our security’s more than adequate.” 


Ah. 


This was going to be a problem then, wasn’t it? The fun of walking on eggshells around 
Princes while still getting what you want. Nosferatu tended to mouth each other off and 
offend each other all the time, so long as anyone outside the clan wasn’t watching. (Just ask 
Cock Robin.) But the rules were different topside. You couldn’t just say no to a Prince, or tell 
him J dont want you getting a hold of the stuff on this phone... 


She’d already seen him on the brink of losing his temper with Erikson, she didn’t want that 
aimed at her. 


“As you said, Prince Isaac,” said Wendy, choosing her words carefully, ““we can’t take 
anything for granted, these nights.” 


“Indeed,” said Prince Isaac, but continued to watch her expectantly. 
“Especially when Elysium is still being secured.” 


“Indeed,” said Prince Isaac again, but he wasn’t budging. He might have even been enjoying 
watching Wendy squirm as she tried to think of a way to get out of this without causing 
offence. 


“I’m certain an Archon or a Justicar will be here in a matter of nights,” Wendy continued, 
“perhaps you’d be so gracious as to allow me to hold on to this until they can weigh in?” 


“Very well,” said Prince Isaac. 
Wendy blinked. She hadn’t expected that to work. 


“Then I’ll have to insist you turn off the device and remove the battery until then,” said 
Prince Isaac. “Given that we’re on the doorstep of the NSA, we need to be paranoid, as I’m 
sure you’ ll understand.” 


“Of course, Prince Isaac,” said Wendy, bending to do just that. Dont smile, don t smile, dont 
smile — 


Quick as a flash, the ghoul dashed forward and snatched the battery out of Wendy’s hand. 


Fuck! Clever bastard, making sure she couldn’t delete anything from the phone before he 
could get her hands on it! A piece of Nosferatu hardware was more valuable than gold to 
anyone outside of the clan if they ever got their hands on one, even if it was just a Nokia and 
a list of phone numbers. It wasn’t as if she’d be able to walk into a store for a replacement. 
Without knowing the location of the Warren, she couldn’t get a battery off them, either. Did 
Prince Isaac anticipate that Erikson wouldn’t let her get into the Warren, or something? 


Damn it. She was new to Baltimore, she had no contacts here except for Kaiser, wherever he 
was — she needed some way to be able to reach other Kindred if this Elysium got fucked 
too. She already had to make do without SchreckNET! 


“Thank you, Ms Taylor,” said Prince Isaac without blinking. “Feel free to convene with our 
kind here in Elysium, but do be wary of the Masquerade. It does tend to be the young who 
are most careless about that.” 


And then he and the ghoul left her there, reeling. 


Damn! How had he known she was young? She fucked up somewhere, clearly. Grumbling, 
Wendy shoved her useless phone back into her satchel. Clever bastard, stupid Ventrue 
assholes... 


She saw Miles Erikson by the door, scowling under his hoodie. 


At least there was a Nosferatu around, like a memento of home. Home was what she needed 
now. She needed her kind again, and their bickering and trolling. 


She snuck up behind him yanked his hood back. “Didn’t your sire ever teach you it’s rude to 
keep your head covered in Elysium?” 


Miles yanked it back on, glaring at her. 


Wendy smiled weakly, trying to shove her encounter with Prince Isaac out of her rattled 
mind. “Hey, was that stubble? Did you keep your hair after your Embrace? Can I touch it?” 


“What? No!” 


“I’m jealous. I’ve got this wispy crap.” Her voice shook a little as she babbled and gestured 
at the cobwebs around her face. “Still more than most, but it’s stupid thin now. How’s it 
going, Miles?” 


“Who the hell are you?” Miles wrinkled his nose in visible disgust. 


“Wendy Taylor,” said Wendy. When that clearly didn’t ring a bell, she said, “New York? We 
were both runners for your sire and mine during the battle.” 


“Who?” 
“I’m Gerard Rafin’s childe,” said Wendy. “C’mon, you were shy but you weren’t stupid.” 


But apparently he was a total asshole now. Her heart sank. She’d just wanted to mess with 
another Nossie, but maybe Baltimore’s lot were too serious to have fun. 


“Oh, him,” said Miles, as if he was talking about roadkill stuck to the bottom of his shoe. 
“The French guy.” He tugged at his hoodie again, like he was shrinking away from the bright 
lights of Elysium. In the dim shadow of his hoodie, Wendy spotted that the texture looked 
more akin to foundation than skin. He was wearing makeup? Trying to water down the 
Nosferatu hideousness? 


Oh. That was sad. Some youngsters tended to do that, often for years. Wendy never had, but 
she’d known others who did, especially Cleopatras. Maybe Miles had been a male one; the 
Nosferatu weren’t entirely crammed full of misogynists, and female Cleopatras tended to 
Embrace male ones as an impotent and poorly-directed revenge on their own sires. And 
Miles wasn’t bad looking at all even for a Nosferatu, with barely anything more than the 
warts he tried to hide from the light. But then, it was hard to get a good look at him when he 
kept avoiding her gaze. “What do you want?” he said, when she didn’t look away. His voice 
almost sounded desperate, pleading as he mumbled, “Kaiser’s already here.” 


“T need to get to the Warren so I can speak to your sire,” said Wendy. “Where is it?” 


“Kaiser’s riding her ass already.” 


He hadn’t been this much of a little shit back in the night. He’d been rude on occasion, sure, 
but he’d been so shy and jumpy and twitchy that Wendy had just written it off as wanting to 
be left alone, to being a fledgling driven from his own warren. 


But no, apparently that was his default state. “Miles, just tell me where the Warren is.” 
“Can’t tell you,” said Miles, sullenly. 


“Why not?” Wendy rounded him to stand directly across from him, instead of beside. That 
just made him shrink away even more, avoiding her gaze. 


“Security reasons,” he spat. 


Irritation rose. Maybe it was still the leftover remnants of the shock Prince Isaac left her with, 
or maybe it was homesickness, but Wendy gestured at herself with more anger than she 
intended. “Do I look like an NSA agent, or something? Are my prosthetics slipping? Is my 
makeup job as shit as yours, or something?” 


Miles glared at her with nothing short of pure loathing. 

“Rules are rules,” he snarled. “With everything that’s happened we can’t take any chances. 
Go fuck yourself, Taylor. And if you do manage to squirm your way into the Warren, make 
sure you shower first, you smell disgusting.” 

“Got up on the wrong side of the coffin?” Wendy called, as he stormed away. 


“More like,” said the fledgling Toreador from before, “the wrong side of the sewer.” 


“No kidding,” said Wendy, looking to where she and her sire were standing with a fresh pile 
of curtains. Then: “wait, am I supposed to find that offensive?” 


“Sorry,” said the fledgling. “I don’t mean any offence but — oh, no, don’t come any closer. 
Oh god. No offence, but I think I’m going to throw up.” 


“Get a grip,” said her sire, shaking out some heavy curtains as if they were as light as a 
feather. “You'll have to interact with Nosferatu sometimes, if you live long enough. You’ll 
have to learn to deal with it.” 


“When you said they made you sick,” said her childe, “I didn’t think you meant /iterally — 
ow!” 


After she boxed her childe around the ears, the sire picked the curtains back up. 
“Tt’s fine,” said Wendy. 


“T thought she was being a bitch when she told me about it!” said the childe, which earned 
her another box. “Ow! I was fine with the other guy!” 


Huh, so she had been. Curious... 


Well. Since Miles wasn’t cooperating, Wendy may as well stay and chat. She had nothing to 
do but wait; she didn’t know where Kaiser was, Miles was being petulant, Qadir had fucked 
off God knew where, and there were no other Nosferatu she could see, here. Until somebody 
turned up that she could use to help her move forward, there was nothing else to do. 


She was tired. She was in a strange place surrounded by strangers, and even the only 
Nosferatu she’d met so far wanted nothing to do with her. The distraction would help. 


So she turned to the little one and said, “It’s normal for Toreador to be repulsed by Nosferatu. 
Even the nicest Toreador I know gets queasy and cranky around Nosferatu he doesn’t know.” 


“Nosferatu he doesn’t know?” said the childe, whose sire seemed to have forgotten their 
existence as she reached up to the curtain rods. “I’ll get used to it?” 


“Maybe?” said Wendy. Then, “You don’t know about the obsession override?” 
“The what?” 


“You're Toreador, so you get obsessed with certain stuff, right?” said Wendy. “Things you 
find so beautiful you find it hard to pull yourself away. Usually it’s art, but my guy loves 
baseball. He’s good friends with the Warren and every time we get a new fledgling we take 
them out to play a game with him and it makes the revulsion go away, because the 
hyperfocus is more powerful than the revulsion. He’s pretty good friends with us now.” Or. 
Well. She’d thought he was. To find out he’d been questioning that for years... “He says after 
the game, it’s like we’re normal people to him.” 


“T’ve never heard of that.” The Toreador sire was standing with the curtain held by her side, 
watching Wendy with scepticism. 


“He discovered it by accident,” said Wendy. “Used to hate working with our then-Primogen’s 
childe until he had a game of baseball with him when they were bored one night.” Well. He 
didn’t ike Kaiser, but he didn’t hate him any more. Especially since Kaiser, after being 
thrashed, had sworn to never touch a baseball bat again unless he was hurling it at Qadir’s 
head. But at least Qadir didn’t get tense and twitchy around him any more until Kaiser started 
swearing. 


“Interesting,” said the sire, glancing at her fledgling. “Maybe I should use you as a test 
subject.” 


“Please no,” said the childe. “I wasn’t being insulting when I said I was going to throw up, I 
meant I am Jiterally about to throw up.” 


“Fine.” The sire threw down the old curtains. “Then let’s get you out of here before you 
humiliate me further.” 


“I’m sorry, | — ow! My ear! What is this, the 19th century?!” 


Curious that the childe didn’t have that reaction to Miles. The gears in Wendy’s head turned. 
The makeup, Miles being skittish in the Warren during the battle five years ago, the way he 


looked oddly attractive for a Nossie but kept trying to keep his features from being 
illuminated by the light... 


Could Miles be the Baltimore Warren’s rumoured Caitiff? 

Well. 

Fuck. 

To be honest, it was disappointing that that mystery was solved so damn quickly. 


Still, even that theory didn’t seem quite right. If Miles was Caitiff, he’d surely be used to 
Nosferatu by now... 


The old man from before was fiddling with the blackout curtains on the wall that the sire had 
left behind, reaching for one of Kaiser’s bugs. 


“Uh.” Wendy sidled up to him. “Are you... you’re not one of Kaiser’s people, I’d know you.” 
“T’m helping the Emperor watch the Shadow Prince,” said the old man. 


“Okay,” said Wendy. ‘Emperor’. That had to be Kaiser. 


The old man shifted the bug up behind the curtain rod so as to better obscure it. A bit 
pointless, since Kaiser relied more heavily on the bugs planted in the walls, but she wasn’t 
about to let anyone know. 


“T dunno what the name ‘Isaac’ means,” said Wendy, “But I’m sure it doesn’t mean 
‘shadow.’” 


He didn’t say anything as he straightened the curtains, examining his work. He nodded, as if 
pleased. 


Then he turned to Wendy, and said, “I have something for you.” 
“You do?” said Wendy, as he rummaged around his pockets. 
“Oh,” he said. “I haven’t made it yet.” 

“What is it?” 

The man blinked at her. ““What’s what?” 

“Uh,” said Wendy, “You said you had something for me?” 

“T did?” he said. 

Wendy stared at him. 


He stared back at her. 


“Oh!” he said, after a solid minute had passed. “Yes! Yes, I had a virus for you.” 
“Oh,” said Wendy, weakly. “A virus. Good.” 


“But I haven’t made it yet,” he said. “So I thought I’d look for bugs, instead. The Director 
had a bug in the war room, but the war room’s not ready yet, so she hasn’t put the bug there.” 


“Oh my god,” said Wendy, “you’re a Malk, aren’t you? I’ve heard of you lot.” 
“You’ve heard of me?” said the man. 


“Who are you?” Wendy had a sneaking suspicion she knew the answer to that question 
already. 


“T don’t know,” he said. Then he said: “Oh! I have a virus for you.” 
“Tt’s either that,” Wendy joked weakly, “or an old human with dementia.” 


“Tt just looks like that,” said the man, his voice getting oddly sharper, “when I’m working I 
get clearer. No, I don’t think I’ve actually made the virus yet.” 


“You haven’t,” said Wendy. 
“T haven’t?” he blinked at her. 
“You said you hadn’t.” 

“Said I hadn’t what?” 


Oh, Christ. She knew this guy. She’d heard of his reputation. “You’re Scott Levin, aren’t 
you?” 


“Yes!” the Malkavian perked up. “How did you know?” 


“T summoned you,” said Wendy. “With a letter. And like a true Malk you showed up before 
the letter could even get to you. Jesus Christ. I’ve never dealt with Malks before. Except for 
when we have to point Adelaide Davis at someone and that is like playing with fire.” 


“She says hello,” said Levin, still rummaging in his pockets. ““What am I looking for?” 
“A virus you haven’t made yet.” 


“Now, why on earth would I do that?” Levin straightened, looking annoyed. “Right. The war 
room. I was going to find the war room, but it hasn’t been set up yet. And, ah, you’re the 
Smelly Childe, aren’t you?” 


“Yes.” She’d heard about Malks and their cryptic nicknames. And how they loved to spout 
nonsense without explaining any of it, only for it to haunt the person they spoke to later when 
it punched them in the face. “Any chance of you saying anything more coherent than that?” 


“Only that you should get your battery back,” said Levin. Talking seemed to make him 
sharper. “Harry’s boss needs to learn what you’re capable of.” 


Of course a Malk would know what had happened in the alcove without even being there. 
“Who’s Harry? Who’s his boss?” 


“T don’t know.” Levin sighed as he adjusted his jacket. “I don’t even have a name, I just 
know. [ll talk to you when the war room’s set up.” 


“Uh, yeah, sure.” As Wendy spoke, Levin’s eyes clouded over again and the man simply 
wandered off as if she wasn’t even there. 


God. Cal had always said Malks were headaches. 


But who was Harry? Who was his boss? Why did they need to know what Wendy was 
capable of? How intriguing... Gerard always said that just like the Nosferatu, you ignored the 
advice of a Malk at your peril... 


Wendy looked behind her just in time to see the ghoul that had stolen her battery emerge 
from a door. Beyond it, she only glimpsed some kind of hallway before the ghoul closed it. 


He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously. She looked away quickly, and around Elysium. 


Qadir still hadn’t turned up. Kaiser was still nowhere to be seen. Miles had gone, and she 
couldn’t spot another Nosferatu anywhere. There was still nothing to do but wait for someone 
important to show up, but... 


She looked towards Prince Isaac, who was talking with the Tremere woman. Then back to the 
door that the ghoul had come through. 


The Malkavian was right. There was something she should do. 


Chapter End Notes 


The "O" thing, by the way, is based off several actual conversations I've had with 
Americans and non-Americans alike. I have had some conversations get VERY heated 
as to whether or not BBC Sherlock Holmes says "Jawn" or not. :P (He doesn't and I will 
die on that hill.) 


I'm You, But With Poor Impulse Control 


Chapter Summary 


Wendy breaks into Prince Isaac Goldwin's office to get her phone back, only to find 
evidence that there is more going on in his court than there appears to be... 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you to @orodrethsgeek from Tumblr for betaing this chapter for me! All errors, 
of course, remain my own. 


Also once again Ao3 formatting is being fucky -- the preview is showing spaces 
between quotation marks and the first word that follows, but the editor and the HTML 
aren't showing it. So apologies if that shows up. God I hate the Ao3 editor. 


Getting caught burglarising a Prince would be the mother of all faux pases to commit right in 
an Elysium, but Wendy needed that battery and she had no doubt that the ghoul had 
squirreled it away behind the scenes. She was new in Baltimore, had no connections other 
than Kaiser (wherever he was), and no longer had SchreckNET at her disposal. She needed 
that phone. And no matter what song and dance the local Nossies were playing for Prince 
Goldwin, her kin were slippery bastards and almost certainly flouting the new technology 
rules as well, especially if DeLaire was scrambling to get in contact with her agents. 


Time to pull an Adelaide Davis. 


Wendy’s Obfuscate was strong enough by now that she could open a door without anyone 
noticing, provided they weren’t actively watching it. So when she left Elysium openly, then 
returned under the cloak of shadows, she spent a minute hanging around to make sure nobody 
was, in fact, keeping an eye on the place with Auspex. Or that the Tremere hadn’t put any 
anti-Obfuscate measures in place; just because Panhard didn’t mind Adelaide Davis ignoring 
the rules at home didn’t mean every Prince was slacking on that front. She hadn’t taken her 
Obfuscate for granted ever since the thing under New York had seen right through it. 


Nobody was watching her. The ghoul with the battery disappeared into the back corridors and 
reappeared a couple of times. Prince Isaac was deep in talks with... empty air? No, hold on a 
sec — that was Kiwi, the Nictuku courier from the southwest, holding a letter and struggling 
to keep herself visible as always. 


That was unusual. Kiwi and her sire never came this far east. Wendy hesitated, listening. 


“Nobody’s answering their phones in New York and SchreckNET’s gone offline,” said Kiwi. 
“My sire’s worried and Pieterzoon wouldn’t say anything to me. What’s going on out here?” 


“Your kin in New York are likely too busy putting out fires to watch the phones,” said 
Goldwin, taking the letter. His name was inked on the envelope with a calligraphic flourish. 
“The NSA found SchreckNET.” 


“Oh. Oh, god. No.” 
Wendy longed to snoop, but she had more pressing issues — she needed that phone battery. 
Once she was confident that nobody could see her, Wendy slipped into the back passages. 


They were quiet and empty. Whatever soundproofing ritual the Tremere Regent was doing in 
the main hall of Elysium, she’d clearly done it in the back passages first, because Wendy only 
felt the faintest of vibrations through the plush carpet. The carpet was so rich she felt like she 
should be taking off her shoes. 


The door at the end of the hallway, to the right, looked fanciest. If Goldwin had an office, it 
was likely to be that one. Wendy opened the door with a creak. 


On a couch near a desk, a book open on his lap, Prince Isaac looked up at the sound. 
Wendy froze. 


What the hell? Didn’t she just leave him behind in Elysium, talking to Kiwi? That was him, 
he was wearing the same clothing, he had the same wristwatch on. Well, he was missing the 
jacket — it was thrown over the back of the couch — but the silken, black waistcoat had the 
same embroidery. 


But he’d just been talking to Kiwi a second ago, this couldn t be him — 


Frowning, Prince Isaac put the book belly-down on the couch and stood up. Wendy quickly 
scrambled out of the way. 


Prince Isaac looked up and down the hallway. Then he glanced back into his office. 
His frown deepened. 


Wendy heard a door open, distantly. Prince Isaac looked out, but carefully, almost hiding 
behind the frame. Then his shoulders sagged in relief and he stepped into the hallway. 
“Noah?” he said. “Was that you that just opened the door, now?” 


Same accent, too, though she wouldn’t have known it was fake if it weren’t for his earlier 
slip-ups with his O s. 


“What?” said a man’s voice. “No, no, Prince, I’ve just got a letter here for you, a courier just 
brought it up. Drove all night last night to get it here quickly.” 


But. But. But ! 


Kiwi just gave that letter to Prince Isaac! 


Wendy squeezed her eyes shut, feeling a headache coming on. The Tremere Regent was 
painting sigils in Elysium, right? Was she fucking with reality, or something? Wendy had 
heard that weird things could happen during a Tremere ritual, but... this? 


What the fuck was this ? 


A ghoul came into the office — the one who’d pinched Wendy’s phone. That must be Noah. 
He held the same envelope that Wendy had seen move from Kiwi’s hand to Prince Isaac’s 
only moments before, and here it was, moving from Noah’s to Prince Isaac’s. 


“That’s Pieterzoon’s writing,” said Prince Isaac, gesturing for Noah to shut the door. “Did the 
Lady Jane say if the doors tended to open on their own here or not? I know some buildings 
are strange, but...” 


“T don’t know, Prince,” said Noah, moving to stand underneath a cross mounted on the wall. 
It was one of the graphic ones, Wendy noticed, with the dead Jesus and the leaking hand- 
holes and everything. Ugh. Catholics. 


It took a moment for Prince Isaac to find a letter opener in his new office before he freed 
Pieterzoon’s missive. 


“Harry’s still pissed at Pieterzoon,” said Noah. He had the same accent Isaac did. “I hope 
we’re not going to have to deal with him again so soon.” 


“You're telling me,” said Isaac, poring over the letter. “I’ve been too soft on him, he needs to 
rein it in. And... brilliant.” It was the most sarcastic ‘brilliant? Wendy had ever heard. 
“Pieterzoon’s coming down to Baltimore. To ‘coordinate the ground response with yourself 
and Director DeLaire.’ No mention of the SchreckNET woman, which is... interesting. Is she 
still here?” 


“She just left,” said Noah. “Reckon she’s looking for Kaiser.” 
“Left, did she?” Isaac murmured. 
Wendy’s instincts threw her behind the couch. 


Then she heard a sigh of relief. “Well, she’s not in here,” said Isaac. “Thought maybe she 
Obfuscated her way in here when the door opened by itself but my Auspex isn’t picking 
anything up.” 


“This is an old building,” said Noah. “But... the Nosferatu follow the Path of Secrets, don’t 
they?” 


“Yes. They channel the Beast by letting it stick its beak into everyone else’s business. 
Supposedly they find it a moral imperative. Knowledge is power, so you empower your 
Warren by gossiping like an old lady and going through people’s stuff.” 


“About that... Harry found some bugs Kaiser planted. He caught that Malkavian from DC 
moving them around.” 


“Seriously? Ugh. DeLaire warned me Kaiser might do that.” Wendy peered around the couch 
and watched Isaac throw himself into a plush wheely chair. “And Malkavians do what they 
will.” The man was kind of endearing around what was clearly his favourite ghoul. Much less 
of a pole up his ass. Cute, too, the waistcoat made him look very fancy and even a bit 
Victorian. “Any news from her, speaking of?” 


He was saying ‘of’ properly, now. 

Wendy glanced up at the crucifix on the wall. Interesting... 

“I’m afraid not,” said Noah. “She’s still trying to get in touch with her agents.” 
“Bet she’s using her phone, too.” 

“She knows what she’s doing, Prince.” 


“Does she?” said Isaac. “I used to think that, but she had no idea this was coming. And I 
worry about anything that gets by Francesca DeLaire. I don’t think this is as simple as the 
kine stumbling onto SchreckNET, Noah. Remember how much everyone bellyached about 
Masq Ware when it came out?” 


“Me. You mean J bellyached.” 


“Nah, Harry complained just as much as you did, if not more. But that’s exactly it — if 
Masq Ware makes it hard enough for us to get onto SchreckNET, how did the humans do it?” 
Isaac let out a breath. “Something’s not right. Between MasqWare and DeLaire’s lines of 
communication suddenly getting cut, I think this is a lot worse than the SchreckKNET woman 
thinks it is. Pieterzoon will want a better briefing than that when he arrives, we’ve got 
nothing for him but bad news. What a crisis to kick off your new Princedom!” 


“Should I brief Harry?” said Noah. He was still loitering under the crucifix. “He’ll want time 
to brace himself.” 


“Pieterzoon should be here by the end of the night...” Isaac ignored his wristwatch in favour 
of fishing a wind-up from his pocket. “We’ve got time.” As he shoved it back in and then 
reached into a drawer, Wendy noticed that the second hand on his wristwatch was still. “I 
need to write a letter, then Ill talk to Harry myself... ah, blast it, I didn’t have the stationary 
brought up.” 


“T think it’s still in the boxes in the alley,” said Noah. “Should I — ?” 
“No, [Il get it,” said Isaac. “How’s the corridor?” 
Noah looked out. “All clear.” 


“Can’t be too paranoid until everyone’s settled in.” Isaac led the way out. His voice drifted 
over his shoulder as Noah followed him. “I think I left my favourite pen in that box, too...” 


Wendy waited a moment, then rose from behind the couch. 


She left Obfuscate on. Prince Isaac had left the door open, and it didn’t sound like it’d be 
long before he was back. And he was totally right on one thing: the Path of Secrets obliged 
her to snoop. It was the best thing about the Path of Secrets, in her humble opinion. 


She just had to make sure she didn’t get so engrossed in it she forgot her battery. 


First, she snatched up the letter Prince Isaac had left on the desk. Blah blah blah, Jan 
Pieterzoon was coming up to Baltimore to investigate the situation, warm regards, et cetera. 
Nothing Prince Isaac hadn’t already mentioned. Whether Pieterzoon’s impending arrival was 
good or not, Wendy couldn’t tell. The man was eager to please and play the diplomatic 
leader, so he might decide that Wendy could roam Baltimore freely... or he might decide 
political points were too good an opportunity to pass up and kick her right back to New York 
City. 


The desk was covered in candles and matches. The letter opener was still there. A very nice 
one that Wendy had to resist the urge to steal. 


Prince Isaac had left his book on the sofa — Catch-22 , Salman Rushdie. He’d been a lot less 
stuck-up here behind the scenes than in Elysium, but she hadn’t expected him to be the type 
to enjoy humorous novels. Or... okay, there was more weirdness. He’d written “The quick 
brown fox jumps over the lazy dog” over and over on some sheets of paper. Handwriting 
practice? One particular sheet had neater writing than the other, was he trying to copy 
someone’s writing style? 


... Or was someone else — 
Something shattered in the hallway. Wendy jumped, and froze. 


“God damn it,” called out some ghoul. “That vase was a hundred years old and you just 
fucked it!” 


(7? 


“The carpet’s got a fold in it here 
“Goldwin’s going to be pissed .” 
“Not so loud, he’ll hear you!” 
Wendy bent back to her work. 


The stuff in the top drawer was mundane. Pens, screwdrivers, chewing gum. Lots of gum, 
actually. A modern pistol (loaded. Naughty boy!). An old King James’ Bible. A shimmer of 
silver that turned out to be a rosary (minus the dead guy, unlike the crucifix on the wall). An 
old, yellowed drawing encased in glass of a woman with an infant on her lap and a boy 
standing next to her. The boy looked like a younger Noah. Just how attached was this guy to 
his ghoul? It almost made her wonder if Noah might actually be a son that Goldwin ghouled 
when he grew up, but that couldn’t be possible — Noah and Goldwin looked nothing alike. 


The next drawer was even more of a mess. There were electronics in there, spare phones and 
whatnot, but a great smell of dust, too, as if they’d been left undisturbed until the evacuation 
had reminded Isaac they existed. There was a baggie of SIM cards that looked like they were 
from the late 90s. A bunch of phone batteries, one of which was hers. She swiped that. 


Her inner troll fought with common sense, then she gave in and grabbed all the other 
batteries too, just to send a message. Was she really Wendy Taylor if she didn’t take the 
opportunity to fuck with people who could crush her like a bug for it? 


She looked up and listened. There was the sound of tinkling glass and a broom down the 
hallway, and some sullen muttering, but nothing more. She opened the next drawer. 


More books in this one, and letters, too. One was in Latin. To someone named Alexander, 
from someone called Sejanvs. Wait, no, Sejan us. Not entirely unusual to find a letter in 
Latin; it was the lingua franca of the elders, as mortal language changed all the time but Latin 
never did. Except when the writer was old enough that it had — Wendy noted the Vs instead 
of Us, the dots between words instead of spaces. Whoever Sejanus was, he was very, very 
old. Oh, and there was a dossier on Kaiser which, the man himself would be pleased to know, 
was very sparse. Oooh, and notebooks! Lists of hunting grounds, boons owed and owing, 
dating back to Prince Alexander Garlotte, Isaac’s sire. Random numbers with no context; 
combinations? Phone numbers? All of the above? 


Family trees of local Kindred. A hit list that was mostly Sabbat, but there were a couple of 
Camarilla there too. A contact book, with more obscure instructions for getting a hold of the 
elders that hadn’t paid attention to the march of technology since before Alexander Graham 
Bell. A little black book, which Wendy flicked through quickly; apparently someone called 
Alicia was the official Nosferatu Primogen instead of DeLaire, and had held the position ever 
since she ate the last guy. Might be a useful bit of blackmail. A mirror with a smiley face 
drawn on it. A journal written in what Wendy first thought was Latin, then realised was a 
cipher that was disguised to look like it. She considered swiping it too, but then she heard the 
muffled creak of floorboards under carpet. 


She slammed the drawer shut and skipped away from it, double checking her Obfuscate. 


When Prince Isaac returned, it was alone with a box in his arms. He kicked the door shut. 
The lamp on his desk flickered as he dumped the heavy box on it. 


“Behave, you.” He pointed at the lamp, and then pulled a pad of paper free from the box. 
“Where’s my pen...” 


Wendy eyed the door. It was closed. Her Obfuscate was good enough she could open it 
without him hearing, but if he was still vigilant from her slip up before, then that wasn’t a 
given. 


She pressed her lips together. Should she take her chances? 


Prince Isaac sighed. “Guess I’ll have to make do with ballpoint,” he told the lamp. He 
rounded his desk, opened the drawers. “Now let’s see if I can find one of those — “ 


He stopped. 
He sighed. 
He closed the drawer. 


With a sneaking feeling that she knew which one it was, Wendy ducked behind the couch 
again. 


Isaac checked the hallway, then called out, “Noah! Noah — oh, there you are. Get the Lady 
Jane to watch Elysium, will you? The SchreckNET woman’s been by.” 


“What?” called Noah back. “How do you — “ 

“Someone stole all the phone batteries, including the one you took from her.” 

“Seriously?! I thought you said you didn’t see anything!” Noah’s voice got louder. “There 
were like two minutes between me putting it away and me coming back with the letter, when 


the hell did she — “ 


“T knew Id closed that door properly,” said Isaac. “If she’s got any sense, she got the hell out 
before I returned.” 


(Wendy did not have any sense, which was why she was hiding behind the couch instead.) 
“Did she hear anything — “ 

“She will if she’s still around. Shut up.” 

“Shutting up.” 

“But watch Elysium to see if she’s skulking around there, just in case,” said Isaac. “Warn 
Harry. I’ll give this office a sweep.” And then he muttered: “String her up by her bloody 
ears...” 

Interesting choice of words there... 

"What about Harry? Lady Jane’ll spot him!" 

"Shut up , I said! Just make sure he knows to be careful!" 

“Will do!” called Noah’s fading voice. 


Isaac closed the door. Wendy didn’t dare peek at him. 


“Where are you, you little sod?” said Isaac. ('Sod' he said, not 'sawd.') Wendy’s keen ear 
followed the subtle creak of the floorboards under the carpet as he moved to the desk and 
peered underneath. “I really hope you’ve already left because I am not in the mood to deal 
with you.” 


Isaac had Auspex, didn’t he? So he’d be able to see straight through her Obfuscate now. 
Thank god for that thing under New York teaching her her Obfuscate paranoia, or she’d have 
been caught the first time he used it. As Isaac moved towards the couch, she edged around its 
comer and hid between the sofa arm and the door. He paused. He moved behind it; Wendy 
scrabbled across the open floor on her belly, obscured from his view, and squeezed under the 
desk. He wouldn’t check there twice, would he? 


He moved so silently even she had trouble following his movements, but he didn't. 


He sighed. His footsteps were louder, now, casual; he’d clearly decided she wasn’t here. Then 
he pulled back the wheely chair, sat in it, moved to pull it up to the desk — 


Where Wendy waited, frozen in horror, right in the way of his knees — 


And then he paused before he could. He pushed the chair back again and moved to the 
window. 


Outside, Wendy heard the idling of an engine. A very familiar engine. She’d know that sound 
anywhere. 


“Hm,” was all Isaac said. 
And then he left, turning out the lights behind him. 


Wendy could swear the lights went out before he even flicked the switch, but perhaps that 
was because she’d expected them to 


-O- 


Right. Between Qadir hunting her down the night before and now Wendy facing the prospect 
of jumping out of a second storey window, lest she get caught by whoever Lady Jane was, 
Wendy was getting too many flashbacks to the days before her Embrace. Still, she wasn’t 
taking her chances. 


(Well. Not responsible chances, anyway — she quickly put the phone batteries back in the 
drawer, except for hers, and drew a smiley face in the dust that was identical to the one drawn 
on the mirror. Because Wendy could never resist the opportunity to fuck with someone who 
could legally kill her for said fuckery, especially when they’d almost caught her breaking one 
of the most sacred laws of Elysium. Hubris, thy name is Wendy Taylor.) 


She climbed down a drain pipe outside. Well. It was more a controlled fall. But she didn’t 
break anything this time around, even if her bad ankle twinged in memory. She scrambled to 
the limo waiting in the parking lot, not caring if Obfuscate kept her features hidden or if any 


of the kine saw her. Out here, the Tremere’s magic didn’t protect her from the pounding of 
the music, but the worst of it was kept at bay by the club’s walls. 


Wendy opened one of the passenger doors and slid in. 


The limo was much less cramped these nights than when she was Embraced. Kaiser now had 
flatscreens and micro-ATXs instead of CRTs and full sized computer towers. She could 
actually walk across the floor now instead of crawling over the seats! It also helped that he’d 
upgraded the limo for one with storage under the seats, and air conditioning. The limo Kaiser 
had had when Wendy had been Embraced — the limo that had given her that last ride as a 
human — had been an electric sauna from all the computers. 


“ — just blackmail your way out of this mess?” Qadir was saying, sitting opposite Kaiser. 
“You can’t tell me that you don’t have blackmail fodder on just about everyone important. 
Oh, hi, Wendy.” 


“Hi,” said Wendy. 


“The fuck did you send me down here if you were just going to come in person anyway?” 
Kaiser fumed. Then to Qadir: “Look, as I was saying before Her Majesty interrupted, you 
can’t unring that bell. Yeah, sure, we’ve got blackmail on most, but not everybody, and 
blackmail enough people at once and they might decide to set aside their differences and kill 
us all anyway. And I don’t want to die ‘til I figure out who blood bound Prince Panhard 
because that bastard is slippery as fuck and keeps eluding me.” 


“T can’t believe you still think that she’s blood bound.” Qadir shook his head. 
“T can’t believe you haven’t noticed that she's blood bound!” 

“Who’re we blackmailing?” Wendy pulled the door shut behind her. 

“The Camarilla,” said Qadir. “Or rather, we’re not blackmailing the Camarilla.” 


“Thought you frowned on that kind of thing?” said Wendy. 


“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” said Qadir, “and it might be your clan needs to 
remind the Camarilla of why, exactly, it’s in it at all. Still, Kaiser’s right, it’s best as a last 
resort.” 


“Speaking of blackmail,” said Kaiser, tapping on a monitor. A horizontal line spiked, calmed 
and swelled, then went crazy as a burst of static came out of the speakers. “We’re getting 
audio from the rat I just sent in through the walls. Listen to this, Wendy.” 


“ Not sure if I love her or hate her,” Prince Goldwin’s voice was saying. Even as he spoke, 
some static ran in the background. “ That takes balls. Or a lot of stupidity. Stop laughing, this 
is serious!” 


The static and distortion overtook the recording. Wendy thought she could make out a voice 
underneath, but it was impossible to tell what it was saying. 


“The smiley face isn t that funny,” said Goldwin. “None of this is funny!” 
“ Don t order him around, ” said another voice. 
“Who’s that guy?” said Kaiser. 


“His name is Noah,” said Wendy. “I think he’s Goldwin’s chief ghoul, because he acts pretty 
familiar with Goldwin behind the scenes and Goldwin doesn’t seem to mind at all. He even 
has a portrait of him as a child in his desk.” 


“You've gone through Goldwin’s shit already, huh?” 

“You bet.” 

Qadir sighed and shook his head. “The things your clan makes me complicit in...” 
“ You’re not the one in charge here ,” Noah continued. “ Remember that .” 


“ Tf anything happens to him we’re both dead ,” Prince Goldwin snapped. “ And I'll be the 
first. You realise that, right? I'd die for him, but that doesnt mean I want to. And who will 
feed you when he’s gone? Me ?" 


Static, again. 
“Guess he’s not Goldwin’s ghoul after all,” said Kaiser. 


“ Kaiser doesnt have any bugs in this room, and I checked that the SchreckKNET woman 
didnt leave any behind. But if she was in here under your nose then we cant assume 
anything. ” 


“Didn’t check inside the walls, motherfucker!” Kaiser crowed. Qadir hissed at him to shut up. 
The static sounded annoyed, this time. 


“T’m just making sure.”’ The background static faded entirely, leaving Prince Goldwin’s voice 
clear as a bell “J mean, nobody saw her and yet those batteries still magically reappeared. If 
she’s listening to us right now we’re all in trouble. Shes probably already figured it out, 
you've got that blasted crucifix on the wall and if she went through your drawers she’d have 
seen the rosary, and she clearly saw your absolutely hilarious mirror —” 


Kaiser cackled. The static sounded angry again. 


“ Yeah, I know. But we need to be careful. I dont want an Archon on our doorstep, now of all 
times! We’ve only had the city six months, dont forget what happened to your sire when he 
was discovered —” 


The static came back, and clearly said in its distorted bark, “ Dont lecture me. Remember 
your place .” 


Someone sighed. 


Goldwin said, “ My apologies. I didnt mean to — I’m sorry. ” 
Static. 


“Yeah. I hate that guy. I tried to warn him about your sire and got condescended to, and now 
we've got your sire down the road, Pieterzoon on our doorstep and he’ll have Lasombra on 
the brain once he gets here. To hell with Pieterzoon.”’ 


Kaiser hit the mute button. “You know what that means?” 


“Why is it only the audio of one of the speakers that’s distorted — “ said Qadir. Then it hit 
him. “Damn! Goldwin’s following a Lasombra’s orders!” 


“Ding ding ding!” said Kaiser. “Give yourself a chocolate mouse!” Then: “I have no idea 
what that means, but I heard Prince Isaac saying it earlier. Must be a British thing.” 


“T already knew,” said Wendy. “There’s Lasombra shit all over his office. Rosaries, Catholic 
crucifixes...” 


“Ugh!” said Kaiser. “Of course you fucking knew. You know everything. Except that Noah 
wasn’t his ghoul, apparently.” 


“Miles Erikson was trying to convince Prince Isaac to set up cameras in Elysium to watch it 
during the day,” said Wendy. “Goldwin refused. Because there’s a Lasombra in there, and he 
doesn’t want the Nosferatu to find out. I got a question though -- what does ‘alumnus’ mean 
in Latin? There was a letter in the Lasombra’s desk addressed to ‘Alumnus meus, Alexander.’ 
Somehow, I’m guessing it’s not referring to Alexander Garlotte, given that it was dated 
recently and Garlotte was destroyed years ago.” 


“It’s the Latin word for childe,” said Qadir. “Who was it from? If he’s talking about a 
Lasombra sire down the road, that could only mean one person -- “ 


“Lucius Sejanus,” said Wendy. “Which was the original name of -- “ 


“Marcus Vitel, the Methuselah Lasombra Prince of DC, up until he was destroyed a few years 
ago,” said Qadir, darkly. “It gets worse and worse. That means that not only is this Lasombra 
a sixth generation , but that he seems to think Vitel is still alive.” 


“We’ve got bigger shit to worry about,” said Kaiser. Then: “Wow, I can’t believe I just 
insinuated a bunch of humans are a bigger problem than a fucking Lasombra Methuselah and 
his kid , but the US government is a bigger threat right now and it’ll be worse for us if we 
destabilise the local Camarilla by kicking out the Lasombra. We’ll just have to work with the 
kid, and with Vitel, if he turns up, and keep our priorities straight. Keep this information 
close to your chest, we don’t know when it’!l come in useful and it won’t do to play our cards 
too soon.” 


“Already doing that. I know the drill, Kaiser.” 


“Yeah, I know, it was more for the benefit of that guy.” Kaiser gestured at Qadir. 


“I’m sitting right here,” said Qadir. “Anyway what did you do to piss off the Prince and the 
Lasombra, Wendy?” 


Wendy told them. 


“You’re an idiot,” said Kaiser. “Almost got yourself destroyed for snooping in a Prince’s 
private office, then left a signed note ?! No wonder the Lasombra was laughing his ass off!” 


“Tt wasn’t a signed note — “ said Wendy. 


“A smiley face in the dust is as good as!” Kaiser hid his face in his palm. “Shouldn’t be 
surprised. This is the same idiot who thought taunting Kindred was a good idea when she was 
human. Do you have any self preservation? You realise we’re going to have to work with 
them, right?” 


“He doesn’t have any proof it was me,” said Wendy. 


“He doesn’t need it!” said Kaiser. “Princes do what they want and circumstantial evidence is 
damning enough for them to sic their Sheriff on you! The Lasombra and the Sabbat are even 
worse, they’ ll just destroy you because they’re in a bad mood!” 


“Yeah, well, they need me,” said Wendy. “To deal with the Breach. So I’ll play dumb.” 
“Until you decide to gloat again.” 
“T’ll be good!” 


“No, you won’t, you’re a moron,” said Kaiser. “Pieterzoon’s coming down here and you just 
pissed off the one guy who had the authority to stop him dragging you back up to NYC on 
the spot.” 


Wendy shrugged. 


2) 


“Goddamn moron,’ 
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now. 


said Kaiser. “Ugh. Can’t believe you stand between us and the NSA 
“T need to talk to Director DeLaire,” said Wendy. ““We won’t have to worry about Pieterzoon 
or Goldwin once I’m ensconced in a Warren. Can you take me there?” 

“Do I look like a fucking taxi service?” said Kaiser. 

“How the hell else am I going to get there?” said Wendy. 

“Fine,” said Kaiser. “Qadir, get out. Clan business.” 

Qadir rolled his eyes. “At least give me some contacts so I can find shelter.” 

“Tt was all on SchreckNET,” said Kaiser. “I’m flying as blind as the rest of you are.” 


“Blind as the rest of us? Do you think we all put bugs in people’s walls, or something?” 


“Just walk up to the Prince and introduce yourself like a normal fucking person.” 


“T avoided that because I didn’t want Goldwin to tell Panhard I was here for Wendy. Or to 
have to tell him there’s a Blood Hunt on her head. Panhard’!l be pissed if she finds out I'm 
stalling.” 


“Then figure it out,” said Kaiser. 

Qadir rolled his eyes again, but departed. 

Kaiser knocked on the opaque window behind him. It rolled down an inch. 
“Where to, boss?” said Kaiser’s ghoul, Jackie, from the driver’s seat. 
“Baltimore Warren,” said Kaiser. 

“You got it.” 

“Shut up and drive.” 


Kaiser muted the audio. Wendy leaned back, looking out the tinted window. She could only 
barely make out the lights of traffic through the reinforced glass. 


It was strange for it to be so quiet in here. No buzzing from Kaiser’s earpiece, no beeps of his 
email, no phone calls. Just the two of them in silence. 


“T’m getting a team down here,” said Wendy. “The Malkavian’s already here. He was fiddling 
with your bugs, earlier.” 


“The fake ones I left in the curtains?” said Kaiser, “God knows why Malks do what they do. 
He probably didn’t even know you summoned him. Adelaide Davis likes to sell me 
information months before I know I need it. But why’s he on your team?” 


“His IT abilities are as good as any Nosferatu’s,” said Wendy. “But I need to get things set up 
with DeLaire.” 


“Guess you’re not asking permission any more, eh?” 


“Don’t really have a choice now,” said Wendy. “People are saying that there’s more to this 
Breach than it looks. DeLaire’s having trouble reaching her people, the first Elysium got 
burned down far too quickly, and the Director didn’t see this coming. Something’s wrong. 
Wronger than we realise. Is there anything more to the intel situation that you know about?” 


“The Nosferatu here piggybacks on the NSA for most of their intel,” said Kaiser. “DeLaire’s 
great at intercepting communications — she proved that back in ‘99 when Cock Robin pulled 
his shit.” So she had. Her skill at it had played a key role in thwarting Cock Robin’s plans to 
destroy both New York Nosferatu Warrens. “But the frequencies all got changed, which is 
part of why DeLaire’s struggling to reach her agents right now.” 


“That’s the weird thing,” said Wendy, “The only pages accessed during the Breach were 
public pages. Individual Warrens don’t post their private intel all over the boards for anyone 
to see. How did the NSA even know that she was piggybacking? That she had agents in their 
organisation?” 


“That’s what she’s trying to find out,” said Kaiser. “The standing orders are for full radio 
silence until further notice. The Kindred here are playing dead. She’s compiling a full report 
but it’s going to take time because she needs to find alternative but discreet ways to contact 
the majority of her agents.” 


“Radio silence, eh?” said Wendy. “So they’re respecting the phone ban down in the Warren?” 
“Emergencies only,” said Kaiser. “Code words.” 
“She’s not going to be happy you’re bugging Elysium, then. Someone could intercept that.” 


“T know what I’m doing,” said Kaiser. “I turn it off past kine peak hour. Activity stands out 
more when the humans are all asleep. We’re going to have to be sneakier than ever.” 


“How many agents do you reckon got compromised?” said Wendy. 
“Td like to think not that many,” said Kaiser. “But...” 
“But?” 


“The fact that they all went dark, and so quickly, really isn’t a good sign. Sure, the NSA 
might have decided to just play it safe after discovering we existed and perhaps put in a 
phone ban until further notice. I can see DeLaire’s agents obeying orders like that just to be 
on the safe side, worried their bosses might be watching. But that might be wishful thinking 
on my part.” 


Wendy just nodded. 
“Got a plan?” said Kaiser. 


“Get into the NSA,” said Wendy. “We need intel on the full extent of the Breach and what 
they’re planning before we can relay that to the Camarilla for any potential counterattack. If 
DeLaire’s wrapped up with her agents, she’s not going to be able to focus all her attention on 
being proactive. We need her putting out fires. While she’s doing that, my team will breach 
the NSA right back.” 


Kaiser shrugged. “You did it with us once, you’ll do it with them.” 


But breaching the NSA was a whole different ball game to hacking into SchreckNET, 
especially the SchreckNET of ten years ago. Wendy had managed to get in because there was 
no MasqWare, and it had been maintained by a single person. Its higher ups had had poor 
enough internet security she’d managed to get in three times . 


That was an entirely different kettle of fish to a human governmental organisation that 
spanned thousands of employees whose entire MO was about security. It was called the 


National Security Agency for a reason. 


“What do we do once we get in?” said Wendy. “We get the information, we learn the extent 
of the Breach — then what?” 


“Can’t say ‘til we have that intel,” said Kaiser. “Might be we just pass it on to the Camarilla 
and make it their problem. They’! want a say in how this is run.” 


“If we get that far,” said Wendy. “If Pieterzoon comes down to the Warren...” 

“Keep your head down and that won’t be an issue,” said Kaiser. “Our kin won’t rat you out.” 
“T hope so. I’ve never been to another Warren before.” 

The car came to a stop. 


“Looks like we’re here,” said Kaiser. “I’1l go in with you.” 
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The Baltimore Warren was a series of condemned houses, all crammed together without so 
much as an alley between them. In true Nosferatu fashion, the locals had completely ignored 
the houses themselves and gone to unnecessarily great trouble to burrow underneath, digging 
around sewers, storm drains, tree roots and gas pipes, rather than act like normal fucking 
people. 


Wendy looked at the hole underneath the broken floorboards and thought, why are we like 
this? Why were the Nosferatu burrowers, where the Nictuku Gerard so loved to study needed 
the open sky and moon? Why did Wendy need the comfort of small, dark spaces where Kiwi 
the courier felt uncomfortable without a window? 


Well. These questions were all important, but right now there was a more pressing one. 
“Kaiser.” 


Kaiser, threading his way into the foundations below, looked up. “Yeah?” 
“What about the, uh...?” She gestured around them. 

About a dozen homeless humans stared at them both. 

“Ghouls,” said Kaiser. “Don’t worry about them. They watch over the place.” 


“Oh. Okay, then.” One of them kind of looked like the guy that Qadir had scared the shit out 
of with Presence earlier that evening. Coincidence or not? Just how well informed were these 


ghouls? 


One did not dig into foundations easily. Kaiser and Wendy manoeuvred around exposed 
rebar, pipes and wires, through a passage that snaked rather than bored and seemed to diverge 
in multiple directions, only to be confronted with dead ends that couldn’t be dug through. At 
one point, they almost lost the passage completely only to find it again behind the roots of a 
tree. 


Kaiser kicked an extension cord. “Soon as someone turns on a washing machine down here 
their whole intel network’s going to shit itself from the overload.” 


“It’s not that bad,” said the familiar voice of a young man up ahead, less gravelly than she 
was used to in her kin, voice echoing strangely in the twisted tunnel. “The intel’s on a 
separate circuit coming down from one of the other houses, and one of Smelly’s childer 
rigged the place up as best as he could. Didn’t have the time to put some proper wires in.” 


“Hello, Miles,” said Wendy. “Looks like I infiltrated you despite your best efforts. Which one 
of my brothers did you meet?” 


In the dim light down here, provided by fairy lights — a Nosferatu staple even here, 
apparently — it was impossible to tell that Miles’ shitty makeup job was just that, a shitty 
makeup job. Down here, hood down, he looked as Nosferatu as any of the rest of them. 
Wendy wondered what he did when he was in front of a computer screen. Was it so bright 
that none of the others looked too closely at his face anyway? Or were they all aware he was 
Caitiff, and simply didn’t care? 


“Yippee,” said Miles, in the driest tone Wendy had ever heard. He completely ignored her 
question. “I take it you’re here to bother my sire.” 


“You got it.” 
“You know this annoying sack of shit?” said Kaiser. 
“Unfortunately,” said Miles. 


“Very funny,” Wendy shot at Miles. “Yes, Kaiser, I met Miles up at Elysium.” She half 
considered telling Miles the real reason why Prince Isaac didn’t want cameras in his domain, 
but decided against it. As Kaiser had said, sometimes it was best to keep one’s cards close to 
one’s chest. “Can you tell Director DeLaire we’re here?” 


“She already knows,” grouched Miles. “She sent me here to meet you both soon as the limo 
pulled up.” 


“Got cameras set up, eh?” said Kaiser. “Surprised the electricity can handle it.” 
“Laundry night’s not ‘til tomorrow.” 


Wendy couldn’t help her laughter. 


There was no abandoned shopping centre here, no fluoro signs stolen from topside 
Manhattan. Just fairy lights, and IKEA lamps, and extension cords everywhere. The cords at 
home were better organised, with labels and zip ties, but here Wendy had to watch her step to 
avoid stumbling over tangles of wires. Some even hung from the ceiling. The mildew scent, 
though, was familiar. Not quite the same as New York’s, but familiar. 


“Love the smell of mold in the evening,” said Kaiser, happily. 


“Yeah, we’re under the water table,” said Miles. “The laundry’s the least of our worries when 
it comes to blowing the earth leakage.” He tapped an extension cord as he ducked around it, 
making it sway in the still air. “Most of the electricity is taken up by the pumps. The most 
important stuff, like Fran’s intel stations, are connected to the ceiling cords where the flood 
waters can’t reach. Everything on the ground gets shut down at the end of each night, and 
we’ve got weather stations up top so if it looks like it’s going to rain, we turn them off early. 
It’s basically a rite of passage to get electrocuted from time to time.” He almost sounded 
proud. 


“Who wants some deep fried sewer rat?” said Kaiser. 
Even Miles smiled at that. 


But his smile didn’t last long. Soon the tunnel levelled out, and a cluster of openly curious 
Nosferatu greeted them. They were just as friendly as back home, giving smiles and hellos, 
and yet they were all unfazed by the wide berth Miles gave them all. Their kin expressed 
curiosity about Wendy, pelted her with questions about herself and the New York Warren, 
pawed at her with shoulder-pats and back-slaps. They were smart enough to leave Kaiser 
alone, but Wendy must have repeated her name a dozen times to two dozen kin. Some 
seemed to snap to attention at the announcement that she was the childe of Uncle Smelly, 
stepping back to give her more space with faint awe. Others rolled their eyes. 


“T’ve heard of her,” said one of the eye-rollers. “She’s only ten. The hell is Uncle Smelly 
sending her here for, and not one of her brothers?” 


“I’m not here to get second guessed,” Wendy snapped, her good mood instantly evaporating. 
“I’m here to evaluate the situation and coordinate the response.” 


“Which we don’t need you for.” Up ahead of the crowd, Miles was looking back, a 
genderless silhouette against dim strings of light. “We’re the Baltimore Warren. The other 
Warrens don’t have anything on us.” 


A few cheers went up. Wendy half expected somebody to slap Miles on the back, but nobody 
went near him. 


“Yeah,” said Kaiser, “good job on that one, James Bond. Or did you think we crawled under 
this rock for shits and giggles?” 


A few of the others snarled. Wendy took a step closer to Kaiser. 


“As tactful as ever, Kaiser,” came a new voice from up ahead. Beside Miles’ silhouette, 
Wendy caught sight of a tall, willowy one, stooping to fit in the low tunnel. “You certainly 
know how to win over the locals. I don’t recall asking for you to come. Why didn’t Qadir?” 


“Not bad,” said Kaiser. “Qadir’s been laying low, but you spotted him anyway. Good to know 
you’re not completely incompetent.” 


“It’s one of the homeless ghouls we passed to get in here,” said Wendy. “I recognised one. 
When Qadir and I were looking for Elysium, he was begging us for money. DeLaire must 
keep her ghouls well informed if he was able to recognise him.” 


“Are you ever going to be upfront with me about the stuff you find, or are you going to wait 
until it punches me in the face first?” said Kaiser. “Ugh. DeLaire. My superior’s here, as you 
can tell.” Kaiser jabbed a thumb at Wendy. Who blinked. Did Kaiser just call her his — “She 
needs to talk to you so we can get this show on the road.” 


“T thought I just heard the others say that this was Wendy Taylor?” The woman stepped into 
the light, illuminating her features. A good portion of her red hair had survived the Embrace, 
wrapped around a prominent skull into a bun. It even looked glossy, though it was thin as 
even the most luscious locks of any Nosferatu. Her features were the typical of their clan, 
with warts and streaked scars, but the warts looked more like beauty spots and the scars had 
graced her with an artistic composition that enhanced her looks instead of ruined them. 


Somehow, Director Francesca DeLaire was the most beautiful Nosferatu Wendy had ever 
met. Even five years ago, back home, Wendy had wondered how much more beautiful she 
must have been in life to turn out like this. 


“T don’t know why you of all people would answer to a ten-year-old fledgling, Kaiser,” 
DeLaire continued. 


“She’s the SchreckNET admin here,” said Kaiser. “Not me, not you, her. She’s the tech 
expert, the programmer, and cybersecurity expert. I’m not so proud that I’m stupid, I know 
when to shut my mouth and take orders. Uncle Smelly picked her for damn good reason. You 
insult her, you insult him. And unlike her, he doesn’t take insults in stride.” 


That seemed to give the crowd around them pause. Gerard Rafin might be a gentle, even 
nurturing sire to Wendy — when he wasn’t going on about Calebros, anyway — but outside 
of New York City, Uncle Smelly’s reputation gave even the toughest Sheriff pause. 


“Hmm,” was all DeLaire said, examining Wendy down her nose like a school marm. “I 
remember you from the Battle of New York.” 


Was that a good thing, or a bad thing? Wendy resisted the urge to shuffle her feet or lower her 
eyes. Instead, she just gazed back at DeLaire. 


“Come this way, then.” Director DeLaire turned her back. “The Primogen and I will speak 
with both of you in private.” 


“Finally,” said Kaiser, but Wendy stayed quiet. 


“Pll humour you with some of my time,” said DeLaire, as she led them through the tunnels 
and the forests of wires. The crowd of Nosferatu let them go. Miles didn’t tear his eyes away 
from them until they rounded a corner and left his line of sight. “But I don’t have much of it. 
There’s urgent tasks to take care of.” 


“T heard,” said Wendy. DeLaire was tall and her stride long, and she had to stoop to navigate. 
Even Kaiser had to speedwalk to catch up, as much as he could while dodging cords. “The 
Prince informed me that you’ve lost contact with your agents.” 


“Some of them.” 


“T don’t mean to be shitty, Director, but the way he described it didn’t make it sound like it 
was just a few of them.” 


Director DeLaire didn’t dignify her with a response. Instead, she led the two of them into an 
office that was as contradictory as DeLaire herself — both neat and dirty. It had the same 
garbage aesthetic as the rest of the Warren, but somehow, much like DeLaire’s own 
appearance, it looked more artistic than ugly. The paintings on the wall were of colourful, yet 
beautiful street graffiti, and were well protected from the mold by glass. A nest of dirty 
scarves took up the majority of one corner. Wendy glimpsed snuffling noses, winks of 
whiskers, and dark, beady eyes. 


There were three armchairs in front of a desk. One of them was already taken by a Nosferatu 
that was all of four feet tall, with scoliosis that would make even Calebros flinch. 


“I’d stand,” said the woman in question, “but as you can see, my spine tends to object to 
that.” 


“This is Primogen Alicia,” said DeLaire, sweeping in to sit behind her desk. Kaiser took the 
seat on the edge, leaving the middle armchair for Wendy. “She handles the domestic duties of 
the Baltimore Warren.” 


“Primogen’s just a formality,” said Alicia. “The Director’s in charge here. I just take care of 
diplomacy and domestic issues so she can do her job.” 


“And I wouldn’t be able to do it without her,” said DeLaire, magnanimously. 


For a long moment, there was nothing but awkward silence. DeLaire sat back in her chair, 
fingers steepled like a cartoon villain, gazing owlishly at Wendy. 


“Well, fledgling?” said DeLaire. “You wanted to talk to me. So talk.” 
Wendy resisted the urge to take a deep breath. It wouldn’t do to show weakness now. 


“T wrote to this Warren asking permission to bring a team here,” said Wendy. “And Prince 
Isaac informed me that you’re busy trying to assess the damage to your own network. Well, 
with how bad things are looking...” Could they hear her voice shake? “I...” Damn it. She 
wasn’t good at this. Wasn’t used to this. What should she say next? Her mind was going 
blank. “Think we need to work together on this one,” she finished, lamely. 


“Do you?” DeLaire sounded amused. “Well, then.” 
And then she said nothing. 
Wendy decided to start with the truth. 


“My sire’s been imprisoned by the Camarilla,” said Wendy. “They want a scapegoat. They’ve 
chosen him. And you seem quite happy to uphold that narrative. But what I want to know, 
Director, is why this slid by you. Baltimore’s your domain. The NSA is under your watch. 
But it was us that caught the Breach, not you. Why did this happen?” 


“T imagine the Camarilla’s hands are quite full if they think they can imprison Uncle Smelly,” 
said DeLaire, instead of answering. 


“He went willingly,” said Wendy. “That’s why I’m here. He handed himself in so that the 
Camarilla wouldn’t try to find me to get to him. He’s entrusted me with coming down to 
Baltimore to sort this whole mess out.” 


“He must be desperate, to send a fledgling.” 


Wendy looked at her for a long moment, picking over her potential answers. Should she 
simply admit these were desperate times? Everyone knew that, but this seemed like some 
kind of test. 


“Not at all,” said Wendy. “He sacrificed himself so I could do my job. He didn’t sacrifice a 
queen for a pawn, director. He didn’t just send a fledgling, he sent me.” 


Fuck, she sounded so up herself. 
“You seem quite confident in your abilities,” said DeLaire. 
God, no, she wasn’t. And she had the feeling DeLaire knew that. 


A potential comeback came to mind — J daresay my confidence in mine is more warranted 
than you in yours — but instead Wendy sat back and said, “You didn’t answer my question, 
DeLaire. Why did this happen?” 


DeLaire canted her head, and then said, with barely concealed impatience, “That is what I am 
trying to find out.” 


“And?” said Wendy. 


“And I will,” said DeLaire. “I’m not looking for your approval, whelp. It means nothing to 
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me. 


“Jan Pieterzoon is coming down to Baltimore,” said Wendy, grasping for the last straw she 
could find. “Prince Goldwin is furious at you. You need all the approval you can get, right 
now. You need someone to take the focus off you while you consolidate your resources and 
do a headcount of your agents. That’s going to take time, and Goldwin and Pieterzoon might 
not be feeling generous with the new Inquisition already burning down Elysia. Our place in 


the Ivory Tower, as a clan, is precarious right now thanks to this. You need this fledgling, 
Director.” 


“Then let’s hear it.” DeLaire sank back into her chair. “Let’s hear if the fledgling has any 
great ideas.” 


“Got none yourself?” said Kaiser. 
DeLaire ignored him. 


“My team starts with the NSA from scratch,” said Wendy. “We create a new cell to penetrate 
the NSA while you evaluate yours. Two completely separate cells that aren’t in contact at all 
— completely isolated from each other and are so therefore unable to betray each other if 
compromised. But to do it, I’m going to need your resources. We need equipment, we need a 
war room, we need... anything you can give us. I can’t bring my computer lab here from 
New York City, I came with the clothes on my back because the Camarilla are hindering 
more than they’re helping. I have the people coming, but I don’t have the hardware at my 
disposal for them to use to do their jobs. Not here.” 
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“lve spent decades building my network,” said DeLaire. “By the time you infiltrate the 


NSA, mine will be back up and running.” 


“Can you guarantee that?” said Wendy. “This is looking more and more like a coordinated 
attack. Who knows how many of your people are compromised? You can’t even get in touch 
with them right now.” 


“T know what I’m doing.” 


“Then why did this happen?!’ Wendy’s voice started to rise. Her sire could be destroyed 
because of this. “If you know what you’re doing, why did any of this happen?” 


“As I said before,” said DeLaire, unfazed, “that is what I’m going to find out. I’m not stupid, 
whelp. Sometimes shit happens and catches us unawares. That doesn’t mean I’m incapable of 
responding quickly. Don’t think I’m making excuses, but everyone makes mistakes. The true 
skill comes in correcting and compensating for them, and doing so immediately.” 


“You cant respond quickly,” said Wendy. “I’ve already got people coming here and you’re 
still trying to get in touch with yours while they’re dead in the water! You’ve told them to 
stay silent and cease operations, and they can’t go ahead until you’ve got all your ducks in a 
row. That’s going to take time, Director. While you’re doing that I can set up — “ 


“No,” said DeLaire. 
Wendy stopped. 
Then she said, “Excuse me?” 


“You'll just get in the way,” said DeLaire. “Uncle Smelly’s in trouble and he’s sending you 
here to bail him out. Well, SchreckNET was his creation. This was his doing, not mine. I’m 
not going to drown myself trying to save dead weight.” 


“He’s part of our clan,” Kaiser snarled. 
“And he put us all in danger,” said DeLaire. 
“One could say the same about you,” Kaiser fired back. 


“Nothing good was ever going to come from SchreckNET,” said DeLaire. “The MasqWare 
update proved that he knew it couldn’t hide forever. Sooner or later some idiot was going to 
fuck up online and drag us all down with them.” 


“Look,” spat Wendy, tightening her grip on the arms of her chair. “I’m going to do my job 
here regardless of whether or not you support me. Do you need help? Sure, pretend you 
don’t, if you’d rather cover up your own incompetence than actually get anything done. But 
can we all really afford for me to stand by and twiddle my thumbs while you’re too busy just 
trying to get your bearings than to be proactive? Are you really willing to look Jan Pieterzoon 
in the eye and tell him that one of the administrators of SchreckNET came to help and you 
refused her?” 


“Given that there’s a Blood Hunt on you in New York,” said Alicia. Because of fucking 
course they’d know about that, phones or no phones, “I don’t think he’d be too upset.” 


“Then go ahead!” said Wendy. “Be my guest! But if you won’t offer me your support then I’ Il 
just do it elsewhere, and if we have two separate teams tackling this that aren’t in 
communication that won’t be any help to us at all. That'll only put the hunters at an 
advantage, not us. I’m willing to work with you, Director, but are you willing to work with 
me?” 


“You make it sound like we’d lose anything by letting you go off to play hero, Taylor.” 
DeLaire was unmoved. “We won’t. You two came by yourselves and have no resources here. 
Even out of communication with you, we’d have more progress than you, more intel than 
you, more resources than you. There’s nothing you could have to offer us that we wouldn’t 
have already obtained ourselves. We have nothing to lose by letting you two go off on your 
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own. 


“Look,” said Kaiser, “I hate that I’m about to inflate this bitch’s ego, but don’t underestimate 
this one. There’s a reason Uncle Smelly took her as his childe.” 


Alicia and DeLaire hesitated. 


Figures that Wendy would have to piggy back on her sire’s reputation. But then, what childe 
didn’t? 


“You really think he’d dump a fledgling on you both just to piss you off?” said Kaiser. “I’d be 
tempted to, but him? Not his style.” 


“Tt is his style to be antagonistic, yeah,” said Alicia. “We’ve all met the guy.” 


“Would he waste his best childe on it?” 


Alicia and DeLaire glanced at each other. Wendy tried not to pee herself, because Kaiser 
talking her up was bloody terrifying. 


“T’m trying to stop the Camarilla killing us all for this breach,” said Wendy. “I’m trying to 
stop us from getting kicked out of the Ivory Tower. I’m trying to stop them from using my 
sire as a scapegoat and destroying him. Destroying me. Because the fact of the matter is, they 
will if I don’t do something. If the Camarilla see his childe come down, apparently kick some 
teeth in, take charge and fuck up the NSA — that will help him. That'll help all of us. 
‘Gerard Rafin’s childe’ is a recognisable face that the Camarilla as a whole can’t ignore as 
easily as some random counterintel leader from Baltimore — “ 


“Random counterintel leader?’ DeLaire sounded more confused and bewildered than 
offended. 


“No offence,’ Wendy tripped. “But most topsiders don’t know you, but because of 
SchreckNET my blood carries substantial weight in the Camarilla, and — “ 


Quietly, Kaiser facepalmed. 


“Substantial weight?” said DeLaire. ““There’s counting antitribu as Nosferatu, and then there’s 
being so buddy-buddy with them that your grandsire is seen as a possible Camarilla traitor! 
Don’t think you or Uncle Smelly escaped that, I know what happened during the Battle of 
New York. I was the one who gave him the information he acted on!” 


“Oh, for the love of — that has nothing to do with this! Even you’ve got connections to your 
own sister Warren!” 


“And how many times have I fucking blown our own politics wide open in front of a 
Justicar?” said DeLaire. “Zero! I gave Smelly that information trusting he’d be subtle about 
it, but all he did was get his damn childe lost under New York and draw the attention of every 
big Camarilla figure still in the city after the battle! I’m talking Theo Bell, Jan Pieterzoon, 
Victoria Ash — I was bloody lucky you didn’t implicate me along with you both. All you’re 
doing here is admitting you just want to save your sire’s and your own ass. Because Radcliffe 
with Teeth’s bloodline is in deep shit with the Camarilla. Again.” 


“Really?” said Wendy. “I give you a whole speech about how the Nosferatu as a whole are 
fucked over if I don’t do something, and you grab one line and twist my motivations into 
something purely self-serving? Of course that’s part of it! What kind of psychopath would I 
have to be to not want to save my sire? They arrested him in New York. They have a Blood 
Hunt on me because I didn’t turn myself into Camarilla custody. But I can’t do anything 
there. I know you want to blame him for this, but we’ve seen this coming for years. We 
struggled and yelled and begged for more resources. For years! We knew this would happen 
if we didn’t get the support and resources we required, and now it fucking did, and just as we 
fucking knew they would, they’ve made us the scapegoats. You think we’re so incompetent 
we didn’t see this coming? Or worse, so malicious that we saw it coming and did nothing to 
stop it? We relied on you as a line of defence against governmental intelligence agencies and 
you let us down!” 


Kaiser leaned back in chair, looking quite entertained. 


“SchreckNET is my sire’s childe as much as I am,” said Wendy. “We didn’t know when it 
would happen, but we knew it was a matter of time. And we did everything in our power to 
prevent it.” 


“And you failed,” pointed out Fran. 


“Did you fucking listen to a single thing I said?! Wendy didn’t know was standing up until 
she was on her feet, didn’t know she was yelling until it hurt her own sensitive ears. “Did 
you. Fucking. Listen. To a thing I said?! And you call yourself a leader? What shitty-ass 
leader cherry-picks the information they want to hear and use and discards the rest? If that’s 
what you’re like, why should anyone here have faith in you to fix this mess? Why should 
anyone here have faith in you to protect our clan when the axe falls? Because if we don’t do 
this right, it will, and it’Il take our whole clan with it, you stubborn, stupid piece of shit —“ 


Everyone was on their feet now, except Kaiser, who just gave Wendy a Look and sighed. 
DeLaire snarled, but before she could say a word Alicia barked, “That's enough!” 


“What are you going to do about it?” Wendy rounded on Alicia. “Are you going to keep the 
clan’s best interest in mind, or are you going to bend over for Prince Isaac just because he 
knows you fucking ate the last Primogen?” 


Silence. 
Dead silence. 


“Like I said,” said Kaiser, with a bored sigh. “Don’t underestimate this one. Last thing you’ ll 
do. She found that out all by herself, even I didn’t know about it, because she didnt tell me, 
did you, Wendy?” 


But DeLaire just laughed. “She can’t be that good if she thinks it’s true. We fed the Prince 
that information to make him think he has us under his thumb. Makes him much less likely to 
think we’re holding back on him.” 


“He even knows that Francesca’s a Foundling,” said Alicia, smug. 
“Foundling?” said Kaiser. “Shit, that explains why she’s so fucking pretty — “ 


“She pretends it’s a deep dirty secret that the Nosferatu would disown her for,” Alicia went 
on. “Nah, it’s not, no one gives a shit. And everyone knows the ‘story’ about me eating the 
last Primogen. Nah, he just got sick of leaving the Warren all the time to play politics. He was 
a Kennel kid, they’re usually agoraphobic. Tutors Miles in Python on Thursdays.” 


The train of Wendy’s righteous fury derailed. She stared at her. 
Kaiser just watched Wendy expectantly. 
“Alright,” said Wendy. “What about your local Lasombra?” 


“Oh, Alexander?” DeLaire fell back into her chair, bored. “He’s been here for years, since 
before Alexander Garlotte was our Prince. Same first name. His presence here is pretty 


obvious if you have a bug in Elysium for five minutes, but have you figured out who his 
cover is, yet? Lucky for him he shared the same accent as the real — ” 


“Harmless,” said Alicia. “He’s an antitribu that wanted nothing to do with the Sabbat. Nicer 
than most Lasombra, actually. Good sense of humour.” 


“Plays ‘Prince Isaac’ like a fiddle, though,” said DeLaire, complete with fingered bunny ears, 
which made Alicia laugh. 


Kaiser gave Wendy an unimpressed look. 
Well. She had one last card to play. ““You sure he’s harmless?” 
“Yup,” said DeLaire, without waiting for Wendy to continue. “He’s been here for decades.” 


“So you know he’s Marcus Vitel’s childe, then,” said Wendy. “And that Vitel’s alive and in 
contact with him, and is right down the road in DC. And you still think he’s harmless.” 


“Are you done posturing?” DeLaire only inspected her nails. “Knew that too.” 


“No, you didn’t,” said Kaiser. “’Cause while you might have one hell of a poker face, your 
Primogen doesn’t.” 


Alicia glared at Kaiser. 


“T found a letter in the back rooms at Elysium,” said Wendy. “From Lucius Sejanus, written 
in Latin. Very old Latin. Lucius Sejanus isn’t a name that’s well known, but it’s Vitel’s real 
name.” 


“This is the home of the NSA. You think we don’t have the best people here already?” 


“T sent out missives to the best intelligence agents and tech experts our clan has to offer,” said 
Wendy. “Not a single one of them lives in Baltimore.” 


“The best spies are the ones you don’t know exist.” DeLaire didn’t even miss a beat. 


Wendy’s good ear heard movement at the door. Miles was lurking in the doorway, watching, 
listening, and didn’t shy away when he caught Wendy’s eye. 


“Now,” said DeLaire, rising, “since you’re done insulting me and being so surprised that it’s 
not convincing me that you’re a consummate professional, I’ve got work to get back to. This 
has been entertaining, but I’ve been distracted enough tonight.” 


“Anything to say, Primogen?” Wendy struck out one last, desperate time. The Primogen 
looked like a child, dwarfed by the armchair she curled up in. She was looking at Wendy with 
pity. “Are you going to work with us or not?” 


“T don’t blame you for losing your temper, Wendy,” said Alicia. “You’re a childe, and these 
are desperate and dark times even for our elders. It’s understandable you’d lash out when you 


realise you’re not convincing us, and as much as I respect Uncle Smelly, I think that’s more 
his failure instead of yours. He’s used to bullying his way around the Warrens, and his childer 
have always been left flailing in the dark when it comes down to basic diplomacy and people 
skills. That’s not your fault, but it’s a hard lesson you’ve learned tonight. But you’re not 
Uncle Smelly. You’re not even Kaiser. You can’t get away with that. We weren’t convinced 
before you lost your temper and insulted us, and we’re even less convinced now. Not because 
you’ve offended us, but because someone who loses emotional control when under high 
pressure is a liability, not an asset, regardless of their other abilities. You might be as brilliant 
as Kaiser says, as Smelly has boasted you are, but if you lose your temper the second things 
don’t go your way you’ll only make things worse for all of us.” 


Wendy bit the inside of her lip, feeling more scolded than she had at the end of any of 
Gerard’s lectures. 


“Youre right,” said Alicia. “We need a proactive response while the Director is re- 
establishing contact with our people... but she’s also right in that her network took years to 
build, and I don’t think even the best childe prodigy can achieve that in the time it would take 
for her to get everything back up and running. This isn’t something we can take shortcuts on. 
Everything’s at stake. You pointed it out yourself — our place in the Ivory Tower, your 
Warren, our existence as Kindred. We can’t put any of this in the hands of a ten-year-old with 
no experience with government intel, one who can’t even keep her cool under pressure.” 


Wendy didn’t know what was worse: that Alicia’s words were genuinely kindly meant, or 
that she was right. 


Because she was. She was fucking right. Who did she think she was, marching down to 
Baltimore, insulting people she wanted to work with and insisting she knew better? 


... But what else could she do? Gerard was in the hands of the Camarilla, and DeLaire didn’t 
want to hear her ideas, and fuck, fuck, fuck, she couldn’t just sit by and do nothing — 


“Uncle Smelly’s let you down,” said Alicia, gently. “I don’t doubt he tells you you’re brilliant 
all the time. Like Kaiser said, he’s picky with his childer, and as much of a raging cockhead 
as he is to everyone else, his childer have always sung his praises as a sire. They’ve always 
been exceptional individuals because Smelly settles for nothing less than the best. But he 
never teaches any of them to keep their egos in check, or to be humble enough to listen to 
what others have to bring to the table, or even how to win over people who aren’t interested. 
Or even how to cope with it when they can’t be. I know it must be hard, Wendy, knowing 
he’s in Camarilla custody. And frankly, as good a sire as his childer claim he is, I think it was 
downright shit of him to put all that pressure on you to save the day and get him out. But I 
don’t think it was malice. I just think it’s more of Uncle Smelly’s arrogance. That he thinks 
he’s so damn brilliant that he couldn’t possibly have chosen a childe who has more room to 
grow, that he can’t possibly have chosen a childe who still has things to learn themselves. It’s 
always been his greatest weakness, even more than his dickish behaviour — and it’s what’s 
going to damn him now.” 


“Okay,” Wendy croaked. It was hard to speak around the choke of humiliation in her throat. 
“Okay.” 


Alicia clearly hadn’t finished, but upon hearing Wendy’s voice she just closed her mouth and 
nodded. 


The Primogen rose, and arched her cracked back. Even a quiet Kaiser followed her lead. 
Wendy couldn’t quite look anyone in the eye. 


“We'll give you a room here,” said Alicia. “Kaiser’s opted to stay above ground, but he’s 
welcome here too.” 


“Thank you,” said Wendy, quietly, although facing the rest of the Warren was the last thing 
she wanted to do right now. “I might get some air, though.” 


“Probably a good idea.” Alicia nodded. From the corner of her eye, Wendy could see DeLaire 
giving her an inscrutable look. “You’re dealing with a lot.” 


-O- 


“T feel like 7 just got the mother of all scoldings,” said Kaiser. “Jesus. Even Cal’s lectures 
weren’t that goddamn awful, and he was damn good at them when I was a fledgling. I mean, 
your yelling was pretty embarrassing, but fuck if I don’t feel like a horny teenager who just 
got caught with his dick in hand.” 


Wendy settled into her seat in the limo, messenger bag on her lap. She could feel the dead 
weight of her laptop pressing on her thighs. 


“Guess we’ll have to work around this lot.” Kaiser shrugged, then rapped the panel. “Jackie! 
Take us back to Elysium. May as well fuck around in the parking lot. Pisses me off that that 
lot seem to already know who the Lasombra is. Oh well, trying to figure it out for myself’ ll 
keep me busy. I don’t expect Alexander is stupid enough to use his real name in Elysium.” 


“T had that idea with the Caitiff that I heard was here,” said Wendy. “But his makeup job is 
shit in bright light so I don’t even have that to distract me.” 


“He’s a Changeling, he’s probably not even Caitiff’ said Kaiser. “Though letting a Foundling 
Embrace was a stupid-ass idea. No wonder this one has a chip on his shoulder. So, what are 
you going to do now?” 


“What?” 


“You heard me, dumbass.” At the look Wendy gave him, Kaiser rolled his eyes. “Oh, for 
God’s sake, please don’t tell me I have to give you some emotional support. Ugh. That’s 
disgusting.” 


“They’re right,” said Wendy. “They’re right! I’m not so arrogant as to think they’re not. ’m 
young, I don’t know what I’m doing, I’ve never had any experience with the government 
before, and I can’t even keep my goddamn cool.” 


“Not with people you don’t,” said Kaiser. “But that’s not what your job here is. You never get 
frustrated when it comes to tech and hacking, just annoyingly persistent. And besides, might I 
point out that the amazing, experienced elders with the great intelligence networks were the 
ones caught completely unawares, here? If they’re shit and you’re shit, who’ve we got left?” 


Wendy hugged her laptop. ““We’ve got you.” 


“Damn, then we’re all fucked,” said Kaiser. ““You’re literally a Kindred because I was so shit 
at cybersecurity you hacked my email address three times. You remember that, right? If Cal 
didn’t cover my ass for me I’d have been destroyed for that Masquerade violation. Three 
times. | am the /ast guy we want in charge of cyber espionage. No siree, I’m sticking with my 
rats and my bugs and my info dealing business.” 


Wendy laughed, weakly. 


“Fact is,” said Kaiser, “if DeLaire fucks up again, we need backup. She didn’t even see this 
coming. It wasn’t even Gerard. It was you. If she fucks up again, by then it’ll be too late to 
put a new plan in motion. We need one already running tandem.” 


Wendy tightened her grip on her laptop. 


Kaiser plugged some numbers into a computer and adjusted his headset. “Qadir? Yeah, it’s 
me — yeah, I know about the ban, but you clearly didn’t hand your phone in to Goldwin so 
don’t preach at me. Yeah, need a favour — if Pieterzoon shows up, intercept him for us. 
We’re gonna need him to hear us out before DeLaire sinks her claws into him. Yup. Later.” 


“Are you insane?” said Wendy. “The fuck could we do?” 


“Too late to turn back now,” said Kaiser. “You’ve got people coming into Baltimore. One’s 
already here. You wanna look them in the eye and tell them this was just a flight of fancy, 
that you wasted their time?” 


Wendy lay her bag down on her knees. Then she started pulling out her laptop. “Okay.” Her 
voice came out weak. “Well. It can’t hurt to have a backup...” 


“Thank God,” said Kaiser. “I hate giving pep talks. They make me feel like a dad. Remember 
that Cal wanted me to be your sire? Yeah, I was pissed about that for good goddamn reason.” 


It took a bit of time for the juices to start flowing after that big serving of humble pie, but 
soon the air of the limo was filled with the gentle tapping of Wendy’s keys and cursing from 
Kaiser over various things, such as how much he’d come to rely on SchreckNET and 
“fucking Alicia” and her lecture. 


Wendy already knew what roles everyone on the team was going to play, presuming they all 
came, but it was nothing she couldn’t adjust on the fly if some didn’t. Not everyone could 
drop everything and fuck off across the country just because Uncle Smelly’s childe wanted 
them to. The Masquerade may have come down, but the world spun on. She tailored her 
requests, altered her goals, wrote down disjointed ideas in a separate brainstorming 
document. 


Sometimes she spent a few minutes staring into space, wondering what happened that the 
great Francesca DeLaire hadn’t noticed this occurring under her watch. 


It was an hour from dawn. Fledgling’s Sleep was encroaching on Wendy, but Kaiser wasn’t 
ready to bring them back to his temporary haven. “I told you I’m not a fucking taxi service. 
You go to bed when I do.” So Wendy annoyed the shit out of him by constantly yawning 
instead. 


The limo door opened, making Wendy jump. “After you,” said Qadir, from outside. 


A blond, well-dressed man entered the limo and sat down as if they were expecting him, 
hands clasped on his knees like a dainty Victorian girl at a tea party. Qadir followed him. 


Oh fuck. Was that man who Wendy thought he was? Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, she’d just 
cussed two elder Nosferatu out and she was supposed to talk to Jan Pieterzoon like a 
professional? She couldn’t do this! Aaaaaaaaa!!! 


And it had to be Pieterzoon, because even Kaiser wasn’t mouthing off, instead sitting bolt 
upright like he’d sat on a motherboard. He knocked on the panel and said, “Take us for a 
drive, Jackie.” 


“You got it, boss.” 


Kaiser gestured to Wendy, and got up from his seat. The one that was separate from the 
others. The one with its back to the driver’s cabin, perpendicular to the other seats. When 
Wendy didn’t move, Kaiser gestured again. 


Wendy, stiffly and with her jaw set in sheer fucking terror, gave him a nod of thanks as she 
picked up her laptop. 


And just took. Kaiser’s. Fucking. Seat. 


Who kidnapped Kaiser and replaced him? His faith in her was kind of fucking terrifying! 
Who put her in charge? Oh shit, didn’t she put herself in charge? Why did she ever think this 
was a good idea?! God, it was so weird seeing Kaiser act subservient. 


Then again, he was probably running on pure spite aimed at DeLaire and Fucking Alicia right 
now, so maybe she shouldn’t be surprised. He’d been ranting about Alicia’s lecture all 
morning, only to get angrier each time Wendy told him she’d had a point. Maybe that was 
why he’d been so damn pissed off to begin with. 


But right now Jan fucking Pieterzoon was watching her expectantly. 


“Mr Pieterzoon,” said Wendy, as the car started up and Kaiser didn’t sit. “Perhaps you should 
sit on the end here, closest to me. Qadir, if you could sit next to him...” that left the other end 
for Kaiser, who was less pissed off at being seated next to a Toreador than one would expect. 
Then again, it was a running joke in the Warren that Qadir didn’t really count as a Toreador, 
given that he was more obsessed with baseball than Bierstadt. 


“An impressive limo you have,” said Pieterzoon, politely. 
“This is Kaiser’s,” said Wendy, awkwardly. She cleared her throat. 


Yeah, she had no idea how to handle this. She hadn’t even intended to come across as 
authoritative with Goldwin, but he’d treated her like she was. She’d tried to be more 
professional with DeLaire and Alicia, and only ended up cussing them out like a childe. 


Perhaps she needed to stop trying. Perhaps she just needed to let her work speak for itself, 
and let the rest of the world be the judge. 


Fuck. 


Hopefully this would go a lot better than the talk with the local Nosferatu. Alicia had been far 
too kind to her. Pieterzoon could just kick her back to New York City to be destroyed if she 
upset him. And even if she couldn’t lead the response against the NSA, there was too much at 
stake for her not to try. Gerard was in custody and thought their home could be besieged. Her 
Warren was at risk. Their whole world was at stake. 


When nobody said anything, Pieterzoon spoke. “I take it you’re Director DeLaire.” 


Wendy’s fingers paused over the keys of her laptop. Wait, did he...? Didn’t he ever...? No, 
DeLaire had been underground for the whole battle in ‘99, he’d have never seen... 


Qadir suddenly looked like a deer in headlights. 


“Um,” said Kaiser, looking to him. “You... did tell him, right? Qadir? Who we are?” Then: 
“Qadir?” 


“T forgot,” said Qadir. “I honestly completely forgot. I just said that the head of the counter 
operation was — ” 


Pieterzoon almost looked cheerfully oblivious, except for the flicker of panic in his eyes. 


Kaiser quietly buried his face in both of his hands. His shoulders shook. 


“No, no, I’m not the Director,” Wendy said. “Actually, I’m Wendy Taylor, childe of Gerard 
Rafin, childe of Radcliffe with Teeth, et cetera et cetera — wait. Shit. Fuck. Qadir, you didn’t 
tell him who we — ?” Her mind whirled. “Did we just kidnap the favourite childe of 
Hardestadt?” 

Silence. 

Qadir looked very, very sheepish. 

Kaiser, still trying to stifle his laughter, made an audible squeak. 


“Fuck,” said Wendy. “God fucking damn it.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Forgot to say you guys, I self indulgently made a TV Tropes page because shut up I'm 
allowed. 


https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/FanFic/RadioSilence 


Note it has nothing to do with the literature or the webcomic (nor do they seem to have 
anything to do with each other), they just happen to have the same title so they're 
lumped in together on the website. 


The Shadow Prince 


Chapter Summary 


With Jan Pieterzoon as a literally captive audience, Wendy has her last chance to present 
her plan to uncover the truth behind the Breach. Sure, Pieterzoon's probably just getting 
her another audience with Prince Isaac so that he's no longer at their mercy in the limo, 
but she's not complaining! 


And, well, if the Lasombra wants to taunt her in the process, she's happy enough to play 
his game. Unfortunately for him, he's stuck with her until sunset. 


Chapter Notes 


Sorry this is late! 


No beta, we die like Langley when confronted by garden shears. 


It was the most awkward fucking silence Wendy had ever been personally victimised by. Just 
when she thought it couldn’t get worse, Kaiser’s muffled cackles started to resemble a dying 
cat. 


For somebody who had just been accidentally kidnapped by someone with a Blood Hunt on 
her head, Pieterzoon was commendably laid back. “A pleasure to meet you, Ms Taylor.” 


Uh oh. It was never a good sign when someone called her Ms right off the bat. It meant 
they’d done their homework. “Uh,” said Wendy, immediately kicking herself for letting the 
word slip out of her mouth. Don t show weakness, don t show weakness, don t show weakness 
— “And it’s an honour to meet you, Mr Pieterzoon. If you’ll... pardon the circumstances.” 


“Your sire spoke highly of you, and also made a passionate plea in your defence.” Pieterzoon 
was much better at presenting an air of authority than Wendy was, and it made him seem 
rather... nice? She couldn’t help but relax in his presence — 


Presence. 
Damn it. The sneaky bastard! 


“T regret that time constraints prevented me from overriding Prince Panhard’s authority,“ 
Pieterzoon went on. “But you must understand that the Camarilla cannot go against the 


wishes of a local Prince in their own Domain due to the Second Tradition. And since you 
appear to be quite safe in Baltimore...” 


Gerard had told her once that knowing whether or not someone was using Presence did very 
little to alleviate its effects. He was right. Pieterzoon sounded perfectly reasonable, talking 
about how he’d just oh-so-casually left her in deep shit with Panhard, and it went against all 
of Wendy’s instincts to speak bluntly with the man in the face of his likability. “Well, luckily 
for the Camarilla,” she said, before his jabbering and Presence could do any more damage, 
“I’m quite happy to serve it even when it’s quite happy to allow decrees for my destruction to 
be upheld.” 


Shit. Was this too much? Too little? Topsiders made a big deal out of hating it if you stood up 
to them, but hated you even more if you didn t. Where was the line? Gerard had never taught 
her where it was. 


He thinks he’s so damn brilliant that he couldn t possibly have chosen a childe who has more 
room to grow, that he cant possibly have chosen a childe who still has things to learn 
themselves, Primogen Alicia had said. /t's always been his greatest weakness, even more than 
his dickish behaviour — and it’s what’s going to damn him now. 


Mouthing off to Pieterzoon couldn’t be a good idea either. Posturing and bravado hadn’t 
worked with the Director or the Primogen, it wouldn’t work now. Damn her poor impulse 
control... 


“Well,” said Pieterzoon, completely unfazed, “the Camarilla won’t ever let down its best 
helpers, Ms Taylor.” 


A nicely dangled carrot. “Please stop calling me that, it makes you sound like a slimy used 
car salesman.” Fuck! What was she just telling herself about impulse control?? Or perhaps 
part of it was Presence? If Presence was supposed to set people at ease, then Wendy’s 
already-poor verbal filter would only get worse around Pieterzoon. “Just Wendy is fine,” 
Wendy said, hurriedly, to soften her last remark. 


Kaiser made a strangled noise. 


“Very well, Wendy,” Pieterzoon chirped. He folded one ankle over a knee, and clasped his 
hands. Dear God. “My apologies.” 


Crawling under the seats and never coming out again was looking more and more appealing. 
What should she do now? No bravado, that went down like a lead balloon. 


She’d have to make do with the “be yourself’ classic. Not appropriate here, not in a 
professional or political context, and “be yourself’ was always a terrible thing to do around 
Kindred, but without the diplomatic skills to otherwise navigate the situation she had nothing 
else to fall back on. She could only hope her sincerity would be enough to get her a foot in 
the door. 


“Since you’re here, we may as well talk.” Wendy was glad for the scarf she had around her 
throat, masking the movement of her nervous swallow. “Director DeLaire is rebuilding her 


strength from behind the front lines and in the meantime, it’s pragmatic to have another plan 
running in tandem in case of further setbacks. Should DeLaire — “ Shit, she should have said 
‘the director’. Why did she only think of these things after she fucked up? “‘ — be unable to 
get her full force back up and running in time — “ did he hear the skip in her voice when 
she’d noticed her mistake? “ — we can then gather intel on what information the NSA 
gathered from the Breach, as well as what other information they have access to, its sources, 
and their identification of our weaknesses.” Uh. That made sense. Right? “We need to know 
what their plans are and what they know. I trust that Prince Isaac has informed you of the fate 
of his last Elystum?” 


“He has, yes,” said Pieterzoon. 
He did not elaborate. 


Damn. She probably should take a leaf from his book there and hold more information close 
to her chest. She was used to the openness of the Warren and their gossip, not dealing with 
topsiders. She’d never learned, she’d never learned, Alicia had pointed out she never learned, 
and too much was at stake for her to learn as she went along because mistakes were an 
inevitable part of learning and the cost of making them here and now was too high... 


“Then you’ ll have figured out they moved too quickly.” Wendy kept her face neutral, as best 
as She was able. “I was Embraced ten years ago because I breached the Masquerade. I can tell 
you personally, Pieterzoon, that humans burning down a building the day after they discover 
vampires are real is not a normal reaction. I was in denial for almost two solid weeks and it 
took seeing a Nosferatu right in front of my eyes before I believed you were all real, that is 
how rock solid the Masquerade is to the average human. This wasn’t the NSA finding 
SchreckNET, it was somebody accessing evidence they already knew was there to the US 
government. We’re pretty sure at this point that the NSA has been infiltrated by highly 
organised hunters. I’m here to uncover evidence of that and turn it in to the Camarilla, to 
support Director DeLaire, and execute any responses the Camarilla wishes for me to.” 


Did she ramble? Did she put in too much irrelevant information in there? Shit, there was no 
way through this learning curve, this learning c/iff, but to throw herself right over the side and 
hope the landing was soft. 


“Even if you lot aren’t going to make Panhard withdraw her Blood Hunt,” said Kaiser. “You 
ungrateful assholes.” 


Qadir elbowed Kaiser. Kaiser ignored him. Wendy could only imagine what he’d be saying 
without Pieterzoon’s Presence. 


“And you believe you can do this?” said Pieterzoon. “I understand Director DeLaire is 
already hard at work and has considerable experience.” 


“Director DeLaire should not be our only line of defence.” Wendy had anticipated this. It was 
what she’d kept telling herself as she’d made her plan, even in spite of Alicia’s admonitions, 
in spite of the fact that Alicia was right, she had no idea what she was doing and couldnt 
handle this, she was just a childe. But Kaiser had told her to sit down and do it, and so she’d 
done it. DeLaire couldn’t do this alone, and there was nobody else, and the team was already 


on their way here, and there was no way out but through. “She needs a support structure in 
place so she can pour all her resources into consolidating her agents and evaluating the 
damage.” 


“Hmm.” Pieterzoon sank deep into thought. 


Interesting. Had Prince Isaac painted a much more optimistic picture of the situation to the 
Camarilla than he had Wendy? 


“The people who got us into this mess can’t be trusted to get us out of it,” said Wendy, 
quietly. “If they missed this, what else will they miss? Baltimore’s quite happy to use my sire 
as a scapegoat, Mr Pieterzoon, to let him take the fall for this, but the Camarilla’s ire is 
misplaced. It was DeLaire who should have detected the Breach before it even came and 
raised the alarm once it did, but she didn’t. It was my sire who was held accountable, but 
DeLaire hasn’t faced any consequences at all. That means that the people who have shown 
more competency in this matter are being actively punished for doing the right thing by being 
open about the situation to those in power, and are then prevented from doing anything about 
this. That leaves the people who got us into this mess to fix it. That is...” she searched for a 
political equivalent of the phrase fucking stupid. “... counterproductive.” 


God, why was she even saying all this? She was young and stupid and DeLaire and Alicia 
had been right. Why was she acting like she was a better alternative? 


But Kaiser was right, too. Wendy’s experts were on their way, and they needed to be put to 
work. The Baltimore Warren shouldn’t be the only basket the Kindred put their eggs in. 
They’d already failed once. 


She was just a fledgling. She didn’t even know what she was doing. 
But who else was there? 


“T’ve taken the initiative to send out a call to the best experts the Nosferatu has to offer from 
all across North America,” said Wendy, looking at her laptop. “They’ll be travelling to New 
York as we speak. I was unable to leave a message for them to meet me here due to the Blood 
Hunt, so that will slow us down.” Hint hint. “But once my most pressing concerns are 
addressed, I’ll send word to my former Primogen in New York to direct them all here.” She 
swallowed. “I have a plan, Pieterzoon. Do you want me to go over it with you?” 


“As late as it is,” said Pieterzoon, smiling slightly, “I believe this is a conversation Prince 
Isaac should be present for.” 


“T agree,” said Wendy, which prompted Kaiser to make a face. “And Director DeLaire.” What 
was Kaiser doing? He was glaring at her and drawing what looked like a smiley face in the 
air, but when Pieterzoon followed Wendy’s confused gaze Kaiser sat as still as if he’d never 
moved. “It’s close to dawn, however...” 


“This needs to be done posthaste,” said Pieterzoon. 


“Very well.” 


And then Wendy got to do something she’d always wanted to do: she knocked on the barrier 
between the cab and the limo. 


The panel wound down. “Yup?” said the ghoul beyond. 
“Take us to Elysium, Jackie,” said Wendy. 


Wendy grinned at Kaiser. He flipped her off from behind Pieterzoon’s back. Qadir shook his 
head with a small smile. 


“Uh,” said Jackie, uncertain. 
“Just do what she says,” said Kaiser. 
“Yes, boss!” And back up went the panel. 
-o- 


Much to Kaiser’s obvious dismay, Wendy insisted he come into Elysium. “I don’t want to 
have to repeat everything we talk about.” 


“T could just... you know.” 


She knew. But Kaiser wouldn’t talk openly about his bugs around Pieterzoon. He emerged 
from the limo nonetheless with his Mask of a Thousand Faces on. Wendy spoke as she 
double checked the sit of her headwrap on her shoulders. “It’s quicker and easier this way.” 


The others weren’t tired yet, but Fledgling’s Sleep was tugging at Wendy, and she had to fight 
yawns. 


“We'll be bunking down here for the day regardless,” said Qadir. “This won’t be a talk that 
ends before dawn, even if Prince Isaac appears right now.” 


“He’s probably not even here,” said Kaiser. His Mask made him look like the cranky old man 
he was, deep down inside, as the four of them advanced into the now-deserted club and up 
the stairs. 


All the Kindred were gone, but Noah was still up and about in Elysium, shooting the breeze 
with a couple of other ghouls. They straightened up nervously as Pieterzoon and company 
entered. 


“We need to speak urgently with Prince Isaac,” said Pieterzoon. “Do give him my most 
sincere apologies, this will likely carry us past dawn.” 


“He’s difficult to reach at this hour, but I'll do my best, sir,” said Noah, nervously, before 
scuttling away. The other two ghouls set to straightening cushions and closing curtains. The 
windows faced east. The curtains weren’t thick enough. 


Wendy shuffled nervously. After speaking with Pieterzoon and driving back, they had half an 
hour before sunrise. The sky was lightening. She hadn’t seen that shade of blue in more than 


a decade. 
“Perhaps we should have left it,” she said, uncertainly, in the awkward silence. 


“Our enemies will wake soon,” said Pieterzoon. “They will plot and scheme as we rest. This 
is a talk we need to conduct through the morning.” 


It felt like forever before Noah returned and gestured for them to follow. 
Twenty minutes to dawn. 


They all packed into a waiting car. Elystum wasn’t lightproof, but wherever they were going 
would have to be — if they made it on time. Noah didn’t wait for Wendy to put her belt on 
and hit the accelerator as soon as the doors closed. Qadir sat in the front seat, leaving 
Pieterzoon sandwiched between the two Nosferatu in the back. 


It was five minutes to dawn by the time the car screeched to a stop outside of an apartment 
complex. Wendy Obfuscated as Noah jumped out and buzzed to be let in, sweeping them 
through the foyer and into a lift. Kaiser kept his Mask on and Wendy put up her hood because 
of the cameras. Unlike any stray mortals, CCTV cameras saw through Obfuscate. Much like 
the servants of Antediluvians. She cradled her laptop to her chest. 


On the penthouse floor, Noah led them through a set of doors, through a foyer and into a 
sitting room. It was illuminated with artificial light. Large windows faced east, covered by 
shutters. 


Prince Isaac Goldwin was taking down a large mirror from a wall above a large, artificial 
fireplace. An analogue radio stood right on the end of the mantelpiece, playing some old- 
style music station. There were a few of those radios around, Wendy noticed, although that 
one was the only one that was on. 


“Ah, Wendy Taylor,” said the Prince, meeting her eyes in the reflection without amusement 
as he brought the mirror down to the floor. “How good to see your smiling face at last.” 


Oh. 
Shit. 


She’d completely forgotten about the smiley face! That was what Kaiser had been trying to 
warn her about, back in the car! 


Feeling her expression trying to contort into a blush, Wendy cleared her throat. The message 
was clear: J know you know. Why else remove the mirror right at dawn, right in front of her? 


Well, there was one other reason, one Wendy hadn’t let Qadir and Kaiser know she’d figured 
out... “A pleasure to see you again, Prince Goldwin,” she said. “Redecorating at this hour? 
Just for us?” 


“A last minute tidy up. Take this.” Prince Goldwin handed the mirror to Noah. Wendy looked 
at the Prince’s wristwatch as Noah took it; it was ticking merrily away. “Maybe that nice 


landscape with all the sunlight. The one where the shadows really pop.” 
Really? Noah mouthed, but Goldwin made no indication of having noticed. 


“Please excuse me for a moment,” said Goldwin. “As you can see, I’m not entirely dressed 
for meetings.” He was in a T-shirt and slacks. 


“Though the thought is appreciated, that won’t be necessary,” said Jan Pieterzoon. 


“Nonsense,” said Goldwin. “Serious matters must be taken seriously. I won’t be a moment. 
Please, take a seat, I’1l make sure refreshments are served while you wait.” 


As Goldwin and Noah left through two separate doors, Pieterzoon looked at the empty space 
above the fireplace with a suspicious frown. 


“Well, we all keep our havens a little messy,” said Wendy. She sat, balancing her laptop on 
her knees. Reepicheep was still in her front hoodie pocket; she was careful not to squish him 
with it. “We didn’t give him much notice.” 


But outright redecoration? Pieterzoon’s frown remained. Wendy just shrugged at the 
Ventrue’s puzzled look. 


Qadir and Kaiser looked at each other. They looked at the empty space above the fireplace. 
They looked at the door through which the Prince had left. 


They looked at Wendy, an eyebrow raised in query each. 


Wendy shrugged, but with an optimistic gesture that she hoped said, J think so, but I’m not 
entirely sure. 


Qadir pressed his lips together and nodded, frowning deeply. 


Kaiser looked thoughtful, then gestured to Pieterzoon behind his back and made a zipped-lips 
gesture. Qadir gave him a thumbs up. Wendy nodded. 


“My apologies for the delay.” Prince Goldwin breezed back in, pausing only briefly to turn 
off the analogue radio with a brush of his fingers. It crackled at his touch. He was wearing the 
same clothing he’d had on before, with a gold-embroidered black waistcoat underneath a 
neat, formal jacket. “I didn’t expect this meeting at all and had little time to prepare.” He 
glanced at Wendy, and frowned, glancing between her and Kaiser as if working something 
out. 


“The fault is mine,” said Jan Pieterzoon, magnanimously. “I’m afraid we can’t waste any 
more time, Prince Goldwin. This young lady tells me she has a plan.” 


Noah returned with the landscape painting. The Prince frowned at him as he hung it up. 
When Noah caught his gaze, the ghoul rolled his eyes. The Prince gave a soft sigh. 


Another ghoul came in, with a tray full of glasses of blood. Pieterzoon was offered first 
choice, but after sniffing each he shook his head and sat back down, waving off Prince Isaac’s 


apologies. While she opened her laptop, Wendy took a glass and gave it a tentative sip. 
Thankfully, it was an adult human’s. “Jan Pieterzoon,” she said, as she drew it away from her 
mouth, “said you should be present for this, Prince Goldwin.” 


“And Director DeLaire...?” Prince Isaac sank onto the one empty couch left, one arm over 
the back. Pieterzoon moved to sit next to him, although a respectful distance away. Isaac 
moved his hands to his lap. Reepicheep poked his head out of Wendy’s hoodie pocket, 
sniffing the air. 


“She was not available at such short notice,” said Jan Pieterzoon. “I also have concerns about 
Director DeLaire I wish to address further into this meeting, as it appears I was not fully 
informed of what was going on.” 


“T see.” Prince Isaac glanced at Wendy. He pulled out his pocket watch to check the time. 
“I’m certain we can clear up any miscommunication.” 


He looked at Wendy again. He snapped the watch closed. 


Wendy’s eyes slid to his wrist, which left the other watch on perfect display. The second hand 
was no longer ticking. Wendy made a show of looking at it and then back to his face. 


She raised her eyebrows and mouthed, really? 

To her surprise, Isaac gave a shrug and a flash of a smirk. 

Wendy narrowed her eyes. She knew it. She knew it! And now the bastard was gloating! 
Kaiser looked at Wendy, and mouthed, what the fuck? 

“Wendy,” said Pieterzoon, who apparently hadn’t noticed. “Perhaps you might start us off?” 
Oh. Right. It was her plan, wasn’t it? 


She cleared her throat, looking down at her laptop. “It would be better if Director DeLaire 
was here, along with the Nosferatu Primogen,” she said, scrolling to the top of the document 
she’d left open. “I’ve spoken with them, and they’re quite reluctant to offer me any 
assistance. They’re unaware of the plan as I’ve made it, as I was hoping to cooperate with 
them both, so I’ve had to leave this as is without their input. With the rest of us present, we 
can refine my proposal and hopefully, with the approval of both Archon Pieterzoon and 
Prince Goldwin, we can start putting it into action first thing after sunset.” 


Prince Isaac’s facade cracked. He had an expression Wendy used to see on her human 
coworkers’ faces whenever someone called a meeting at 4.55PM on a Friday afternoon. 


“T’m afraid I don’t have a powerpoint presentation for you,” she said, ignoring the glaze of 
resignation in Prince Isaac’s eyes as she began. “So I’ll just have to make do with this. To 
start off with what we know, at eight minutes past nine in the morning the NSA, almost forty- 
eight hours ago, breached SchreckNET. Browsing patterns, along with the sudden silence of 
Director DeLaire’s agents and the quick destruction of the Baltimore Elysium, have led us to 
believe that this was a coordinated attack, and not an accident. To counter this, we must 


achieve three goals. One, we must discover the extent of hunter infiltration of the NSA, if 
applicable, or otherwise determine the root cause of this behaviour. Two, we must discover 
the extent of the knowledge the NSA has on Kindredkind. Three, we must set the stage for a 
Camarilla counterattack...” 


Pieterzoon looked fascinated. Kaiser looked bored. Prince Isaac, though he quickly schooled 
his expression when Wendy swept her attention to him, looked as if he was contemplating 
lifting the window shutters. Qadir looked fine, but then, he had to deal with Panhard’s court 
all the time. The day-sleep looked to be sinking its claws into everyone else, except 
Pieterzoon, who’d probably look perky watching paint dry. 


Kind of made Wendy want to buy a used car off him. Or maybe that was the Presence. 


“In order to carry out these aims successfully,” said Wendy, “we need to compromise the 
highest echelons of NSA hierarchy. The most cautious method by which we can attain this is 
through taking a bottom-up approach: infiltrating proximate entities, then the lowest ranks of 
the NSA itself, before using connections and resources to move up the chain and gain further 
clearance levels — “ 


“English.” Kaiser broke first. “Please fucking God say that in English.” 


Wendy cleared her throat. “We hack into or plant ghouls in contracting companies that work 
with the NSA, and then hop across their contacts into the NSA, and follow their contacts up 
the food chain.” 


“Thank you,” Prince Isaac quietly said to Kaiser. 


It was going to be a long day... 
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Goldwin and Pieterzoon took turns shooting down suggestions and coming up with fresh 
ideas, respectively, that Wendy added to the Word document. 


By nine o’clock in the morning, Noah had replaced the landscape painting with a whiteboard. 
For some strange reason, the ghoul also decided to move the lamps around as well, which, by 
mysterious coincidence, had the side effect of reducing the reflectiveness of the whiteboard’s 
surface when someone walked up to it and wrote down an idea. The Prince kept away from it 
regardless. 


By ten o’clock Kaiser had stopped sulking and was leading the discussion in infiltration 
strategies. The other ghoul brought baby carrots in for Reepicheep, who cheered Prince Isaac 
up by sitting on his knee as he held the carrot between his paws and nibbled away. Not long 
after, Wendy’s keen ear heard someone else snore, but with the refreshments ghoul feeding 
baby carrots to Reepicheep and Noah writing ideas on the whiteboard, it was clearly neither 
of them. 


By eleven o’clock Noah made the mistake of arguing with Prince Isaac in front of everyone, 
at which point Prince Isaac ordered him to go to bed, leaving the refreshments ghoul to 
commandeer the white board. The Kindred were still talking when Noah returned three hours 
later with bleary eyes and a mug of coffee. By then, Jan had fully convinced Prince Isaac that 
the plan was only a backup to be run in tandem with DeLaire’s own efforts and was not 
meant to wrestle control away from them both. 


By three o’clock, Prince Isaac had bestowed them all with a war room in a lightproof office 
building basement in downtown Baltimore and all loose ends had been tied up. To everyone’s 
relief, the meeting ended, and Prince Isaac gave them one of his spare rooms to crash in. 


Jan, of course, got the spacious double bed all to himself. Qadir was already horizontal on the 
bare floor. Kaiser and Wendy gave each other long suffering looks. 


“Thought I’d have to stop dealing with this hierarchy bullshit after I stopped being a 
fledgling,” Kaiser grouched, before finding a patch of floor far away from Qadir. 


Wendy just shrugged, climbed into bed next to an unconscious Jan, and passed out with 
Reepicheep curled up in her crotch. 


Jan was gone by the time she woke up, but then, she’d expected him to be. Fledglings always 
woke up later and went to sleep earlier. 


Wendy found Qadir and Kaiser in the kitchen, and no sign of either Jan or Goldwin. Noah 
hovered nearby, wringing his hands. 


Wendy greeted them with, “That was the most boring meeting I’ve ever been in.” 


“You were fine, when you actually spoke goddamn English,” said Kaiser, rummaging 
through some drawers. “Jackie’ll pick us up soon. Pieterzoon and Goldwin had to go, which 
means we are left unsupervised in a Prince’s haven!” 


“Stop it!” wailed Noah from the doorway. “I know you’re Nosferatu, but can you not?” 


“Kaiser,” said Qadir. “The Prince isn’t stupid. Now he knows we know the location of this 
haven, he’s not going to use it again, and he almost certainly had his ghouls move out 
everything important during the day.” 


“I was kept here to make sure you didnt do that,” said Noah, “and you’re not even 
pretending to not want to get caught!” 


“He already knows we’re nosy bastards,” said Kaiser. “Nosferatu. Come on. How long have 
you been a ghoul?” 


“Not long.” 
“Bullshit, we already know you’re related to him, so that’d make you centuries old at least.” 
“What?” Noah started. “How did you — “ 


“Just kidding, we didn’t, thanks for confirming that theory,” said Kaiser, which caused Noah 
to bury his face in his hands. “Anyway, Wendy, do I Jook like a business executive? I swear 
that at parts Pieterzoon was the only one who could understand you.” 


“Kaiser,” said Qadir, “First strike. The Prince will be annoyed at me, too, and I’m the Sheriff 
of an ally, so I’m putting a stop to this.” 


Kaiser hesitated. “According to your three strike policy, that means I can open one more 
drawer or cupboard before you hand me my own ass on a silver platter.” 


“Kaiser.” 


“We have everything established,” said Wendy. “The biggest flaws have been ironed out, and 
we have something to put into action. I’Il chase up Arturo soon and get the ball rolling on the 
architectural drawings. I don’t think Goldwin is happy Pieterzoon’s not willing to let DeLaire 
spearhead this, but portraying it as a backup option instead of a proactive one seemed to calm 
him down a bit...” 


A beep sounded. “Oh thank God,” said Noah. “I think your ghoul’s here.” He glared at Qadir. 
“Do keep your Nosferatu under control while I’m gone, Sheriff.” 


Qadir invoked Terrifying Presence. Noah fled. 


“The Prince is the fucking Lasombra,” Kaiser hissed, after Qadir reined his Presence back in. 
He looked at Wendy. “Isn’t he?” 


“I’m pretty sure it’s him, yeah,” said Wendy. “He was taunting me about it earlier.” 


“And the one that took down the mirror was a double,” said Kaiser. “Harry. Must be Harry. I 
kept hearing that name in the recordings, but it was never ‘Goldwin’ that said it, and it 
obviously wasn’t the Lasombra’s name either. Risky using a ghoul, but...” 


“We need the local politics to stay stable,” said Qadir, in a low voice. “If we upset the balance 
of power in Baltimore now, the chaos only plays in the favour of the hunters. We can’t afford 
to upset Goldwin, especially not if he’s Vitel’s childe. That would make him sixth generation. 
He could be centuries old. We can’t get rid of him, not while this is happening.” 


“Wonder when he switched places with the real Goldwin?” Kaiser frowned. “Can’t have been 
when Garlotte was Prince, he was a hardass. He’d have noticed.” 


“Not if our Lasombra is a sixth generation elder,” said Qadir, quietly. “If his Dominate is 
good enough, he could have played Garlotte like a fiddle.” 


“Garlotte liked to cut off his childer’s fingers when they misbehaved.” Kaiser shook his head. 
“No way an elder Lasombra would’ve tolerated that shit. There’s witnesses and recordings, 
too, so it’s not like a Lasombra could’ve just Dominated Garlotte into thinking he tortured his 
childe. The best time for the switch to have happened would’ve been after Baltimore’s fall, 
once Garlotte was destroyed, and before it was retaken, when there wouldn’t have been any 
elders watching the real Isaac too closely. With his sister Kat in the Anarchs and his brother 
Fin staked, nobody would’ve noticed.” 
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“Lasombra are all about strength, resilience and pride,” said Qadir. “If he replaced Isaac 
before the fall of Baltimore, he wouldn’t have been fazed by a little torture. Garlotte 
would’ve been a walk in the park compared to Vitel.” 


“Noah,” said Wendy. “He’s key. See how far back he goes with Isaac and we’ll know how 
long the Lasombra’s been around. And I’m sure DeLaire is blackmailing him. That’s why 
he’s so protective of her. She goes down? She’ Il take him down with her.” 


“Wonder how much more dirt she’s got?” said Kaiser. “Wonder what I can get...” 


“Remind me to tear out the walls in New York’s Elysium,” said Qadir. 


“Too late, buddy. I’m like the NSA. You know I’m always listening but you can’t get rid of 
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me. 
Noah returned not long after with Jackie in tow and escorted them all out. 


The place Noah directed Jackie to wasn’t half bad. Wendy let Reepicheep wander as the 
Nosferatu and Qadir explored the basement suite in the office building. No windows, so 
super illegal due to the lack of fire escape, but there was a sewer exit so that counted as one 
by Kindred standards. The walls were painted grey and had no paintings or any signs of 
humanity. The conference table was cold and clinical. There was a minifridge with blood 
packs. The only signs someone had been there were an unlocked and abandoned laptop on 
the conference table alongside what looked like a disassembled version of one of Kaiser’s 
decoy bugs. A USB was plugged in. 


“Hey, what’s this code?” Kaiser peered at the screen. 


Wendy slid into a chair and scanned the lines of code. “This must be Scott Levin’s laptop. 
I’ve seen his code before. Trust me, it’s... distinctive. And he did say he’d come by the War 
Room once it was open.” 


“The Malk?” said Kaiser. 


“He’s good at what he does,” said Wendy. “He usually has some kind of dementia, but when 
he’s coding he gets razor sharp. His viruses can be nasty.” She peered at the lines of text as 
she skimmed them. “Yeah, it’s definitely a Malkavian who wrote that, he’s using some 
directory addresses that I doubt anyone outside of the NSA would know about. The 
Malkavians are psychic sometimes, aren’t they?” 


“Can the file names he mentioned help us?” said Kaiser. “Don’t underestimate Malk insight. 
They know what they’re doing. Even if they don’t know that they know what they’re doing. 
I’ve seen some freaky shit.” 


“There’s a file name here referencing Foundlings.” Wendy looked up. “What the hell? The 
NSA know about Foundlings?” 


“What are Foundlings?” Jan Pieterzoon appeared at the door. 

Wendy and Kaiser shut up and eyed him. 

Jan Pieterzoon raised an eyebrow. 

“Adopted Nosferatu,” said Qadir, awkwardly. 

“Oh, right,” said Kaiser. “Of course the Toreador would know about Foundlings.” 


“We have much nastier names for them in my clan,” said Qadir. “Why would the NSA have a 
file on Foundlings?” 


“That’s not good,” said Wendy. “That’s way too specific. That’s a clan — “ she glanced at 
Qadir. “Well, practically a clan secret.” 


“It’s a bigger secret for mine than for yours, believe me,” said Qadir. 


“Why would you make it a secret?” said Pieterzoon. “Kindred adopt Kindred outside of their 
clan all the time.” 


Foundlings were different, but nobody was about to tell Pieterzoon that. Wendy picked her 
words carefully. “Different clans have different attitudes to adoption,” Wendy just said. “We 
prefer to keep it quiet because other clans have tried to exploit Foundlings before. The NSA 
may do the same. Plus it’s so specific and obscure I really have to wonder how the NSA got a 
hold of information on them to begin with.” Even on SchreckNET, nobody talked about it. 
Even in email, it was only barely referred to. Knowledge of Foundlings and Changelings was 
something you were told about in person, and only once you met one waiting for or 
undergoing their Embrace. Wendy was eight before she learned Gemini had been one. 
“That’s a really bad sign.” 


“Traitor, maybe?” Qadir murmured. 


“Might not be about our Foundlings,” said Kaiser. “They might be referring to something 
else.” 


“T don’t think so.” Qadir pointed at the screen. “There’s another file name referencing 
Changelings.” 


“Maybe they’re talking about the Lost?” 
“The what?” 

“Fae and shit.” 

“Where do you think the term comes from?” 


“No, no, there’s fae Changelings, and then there’s Kindred Changelings,” said Kaiser. “Two 
completely separate things. They might be talking about fae Changelings.” 


“T doubt it. Too much of a coincidence, if they’ve got one on Foundlings.” 


Something seemed to strike Kaiser before he could respond to the jab. “Do other clans get 
Foundlings, too?” 


Qadir pressed his lips together. 


Just when Wendy thought he would refuse to answer, Jan spoke up. “I’m honestly curious to 
hear about the differences between clans,” he said. “Even at my age I’m always learning 
more about the Camarilla’s clans. I’d love to hear, Qadir, if you’re willing to share.” 


Well, Wendy didn’t see the harm in it. And neither did Qadir, apparently, as he said, “The 
Gangrel and Brujah have a fair few. So did the Cappadocians, back in the day.” Jan listened 


in interest. “Foundlings and Changelings aren’t a Nosferatu thing, Kaiser. They’re a Toreador 
thing.” 


“T see,” said Pieterzoon. “This is different from adoption. All the clans you mention have a 
certain aesthetic, whether it’s the punk rebel, the animal lover, or the mummified corpse. This 
isn’t normal adoption. Foundlings are when a Toreador full on rejects their parent clan 
because... they’re obsessed with the image of another?” 


Qadir hesitated, and then nodded. “From what you’re saying, it sounds like Clan Ventrue at 
large doesn’t even know they exist, but I bet you’ve met a few. A lot of people, when they 
uncover one, mistake them for deluded Malkavians. But the low clans are often more aware 
of them because of how much they stick out, at first. Ventrue culture dominates high society 
so much that they can blend in easily because everyone knows how Ventrue relate to each 
other, but it takes time for them to learn about the low clans enough to pass as one. The 
Gangrel tend to adopt orphaned Kindred of other clans anyway, so they don’t really care, they 
just view them as enthusiastically grateful childer. The Brujah are brutal because they 
constantly change their minds as to whether they love them or hate them, even on an 
individual level. I don’t know how the Cappadocians handled them. The clans have different 
names for them and different attitudes.” 


“T bet I know what the Gangrel call their Foundlings,” said Kaiser. 
“What?” 

“Furries.” 

Wendy snickered, but Jan and Qadir just looked confused. 


“And a Changeling,” said Jan. “The childe of a Foundling, I presume?” He pursed his lips. 
“The childe would still be Toreador. That must be difficult.” 


“They usually come back to the main clan, once they figure it out,” said Qadir. “They’re 
usually... messed up. Except the ones that come from the Nosferatu, they’re almost always 
well adjusted.” 


“Really?” said Jan. “I thought the Toreador had a revulsion towards the Nosferatu? Wouldn’t 
the Changeling inherit that?” 


“T’ve talked to a few Nosferatu Changelings in my day,” said Qadir. “They always mention 
that they’re raised by a group, not just their sire, and that their sire and Warren were honest 
with them from the start and work hard to integrate them into the Warren. They always get 
rid of the revulsion as soon as they can. When the Changelings decided it was time to leave, 
their Warren usually helped them get in touch with the Toreador and are there for the full 
transition. The other clans don’t do that, so their Changelings tend to be pretty messed up. A 
lot of them go years, decades, even centuries before they discover they are actually Toreador, 
but the Nosferatu know from the beginning.” 


“Back to the virus,” said Wendy. “Now that I’ve seen enough of it I think it’s supposed to 
wipe every mention of Kindred-related intelligence from the NSA servers.” 


“Too overt,” said Pieterzoon. “We need to have that information deleted, but an outright 
attack is too obvious. Unless the code is subtle? Does he make it look like an accident?” 


“It’s not finished,” said Wendy, “but as far as I can tell it looks like it’s designed to be 
executed quickly, not stealthily. It does a proper deletion by filling the drives with junk so 
that the deleted files can’t be recovered. That’s not subtle.” 


“He’s Malkavian,” said Kaiser. “He knows what he’s doing. Let him do it.” 


“T don’t know,” said Wendy, “he’s just as liable to go off the deep end as he is to help us in 
this way. My sire always said — “ 


“Yeah, well, Rafin’s wrong on this one,” said Kaiser. “Like I said, sometimes Adelaide Davis 
comes up to me and sells me information that looks useless. I always buy it. Because it 
always comes in useful when I least expect it. Another Malk might take advantage of that, I 
won’t deny it, they’re just as capable of being lying bastards as anyone else. But their 
oracular abilities are something the Tremere would envy. I fucking hate Davis, she’s batshit, 
but when she speaks I shut up and listen.” 


“Well.” Jan stepped away. “I will leave the Malkavian to Wendy’s discretion, then. I expect 
he’ll return soon, although I question the wisdom of him leaving his laptop where anyone 
else can access it...” 


“It’s Levin, it’s probably a burner,” said Wendy. “He wouldn’t have left it unsecured 
otherwise.” 


Pieterzoon wandered off in the direction of the kitchenette. “Ill have to source my own 
sustenance, of course,” he said idly to himself as he opened the fridge and looked at the blood 
bags within. “I had to leave my herd at home.” 


“There’s a battered woman’s shelter down the street,” Wendy said absently. 
Dead silence, except for the scrolling of her mouse wheel. 

Qadir and Kaiser stared at her. Jan remained still. 

“Uh,” said Wendy, “I wasn’t supposed to know that, was I?” 


“How the hell did you know that?” said Kaiser. “Even I don’t know that! Fuck, Taylor, 
you’ve been making me look bad since you got here! I’ve been trying to find out Pieterzoon’s 
feeding preferences for years!” 


Qadir wisely said nothing, in favour of pretending a door hinge had triggered a Toreador 
moment. 


“God,” said Kaiser, “I know some Ventrue have fucked up feeding preferences, but that? Ew. 
Not like you can help it, I guess. I used to know a guy who could only feed on slaves, so it 
could be worse than abused women.” 


To Wendy’s relief, she found she had the self control not to correct Kaiser. 


“It could indeed,” said Pieterzoon. “Actually, I find that domestic violence shelters are the 
fastest way to locate single mothers of children too young to walk. So that’s good thinking, 
Wendy. Kaiser, I believe you wanted to ghoul some rats?” 


Kaiser looked between Wendy and Pieterzoon. 

“An excellent idea, Archon,” said Qadir. “Kaiser, let’s go.” 
“Qadir.” 

“Strike two, Kaiser.” 

“Fine!” 


Once the two of them were gone, Pieterzoon casually slid into the chair opposite her. “Chatty 
one, aren’t you?” 


“Unfortunately.” Wendy moved to hover behind the chair in front of the laptop. She felt 
Reepicheep pawing at her leg, so she picked him up and put him in her hoodie pocket. It 
helped, having him there. 


“Just how did you find that out?” Pieterzoon’s smile was fixed. 


She could feel the Presence coming from him in waves. And yet if she thought about it... it 
wouldn’t hurt to tell him about the keyloggers, would it? He was trustworthy. Trustworthy 
enough that Qadir had confided in him about the Foundlings — 


Oh, that bastard! He’s been using Presence this whole time! 


“T follow the Path of Secrets, Mr Pieterzoon.” She liked him. Fuck him for it, but she liked 
him. And she couldn’t let those feelings get in the way of what she said. Not for a second. 
That was how Presence worked; it couldn’t compel her to say a damn thing, but it could 
make her /ike him enough that she wanted to. But she could do this; she’d kept secrets from 
Kaiser, before, and Gerard had taught her to keep secrets even from Calebros. She knew how 
to keep a secret from someone she liked, and she wouldn’t let Presence get around that. So 
long as she used her head before she opened her mouth. “I don’t keep track of where I learn 
things, just what I learn.” 


“Mmm,” said Pieterzoon. “I’m sure it’1l come out eventually.” 


Jan was genuinely nice, though. He’d gotten Goldwin to take her seriously, had supported her 
ideas as she’d presented them, had supported her over DeLaire. He hadn’t had to. Primogen 
Alicia, her own clanmate, had thought she was incompetent, but he had been willing to take a 
chance on her — 


“IT know what you’re doing.” The more she talked about inane shit, the less she could talk 
herself into blabbing. God, the shit that would go down if the Camarilla found out about the 
keyloggers would be so much worse for Gerard than the Breach... 


But Pieterzoon said nothing. 
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“I know what you’re doing,” she said again. “It’s how you got us to tell you about the 
Foundlings and the Changelings.” 


Fuck, fuck, fuck, he wasn’t talking! And if he wasn’t talking he couldn’t be distracted, and if 
he couldn’t be distracted — 


But the affection she felt for Pieterzoon was only growing stronger, and much to her relief, 
another feeling came with it: guilt. 


She seized on it. “I’m sorry for saying that,” she said, “in front of all the others. You, um, 
covered it up well. I’m sorry I put you in that position, Mr Pieterzoon.” 


“Not to worry, you were vague enough in your assertions,” said Pieterzoon. “And please, call 
me Jan. If I can call you Wendy it only seems fair.” 


“Seems fair, Jan.” She found herself smiling at him. Damn it, damn it, damn it! “ | — “ She 
couldn’t fight the Presence, no, but she’d just redirected it, hadn’t she? Had been able to 
bring herself to focus on the guilt of almost revealing a friend’ feeding preferences in front 
of people he didn’t want to know? “Shit, that’s why I blurted it out, isn’t it? Because you 
were using Presence, and I relaxed around you, and — “ 


“It’s been known to backfire, on occasion,” said Jan, still smiling. “I did wake up with you in 
my bed after all.” 


Wendy would have gone a brilliant red if she could. “That’s — don’t distract me!” Shit, with 
anyone else she’d have laughed this off, but she wanted to crawl under a rock and die. 


“Then tell me how you discovered my feeding restriction,” said Jan. 


Damn it, she needed to get him to stop using Presence. She needed to interrupt him, needed 
to get the conversation to something else. But it wouldn’t be too bad if she told him, would 
it? The keyloggers could be a valuable Camarilla asset, surely Pieterzoon would be willing to 
allow this to slide in exchange for free access — 


Gerard would never forgive her. 


He’d given her unfettered access to those secrets from day one. He’d trusted her, even though 
he’d had no reason to. And sure, maybe Jan wouldn’t have Gerard punished, wouldn’t have 
him destroyed... 


But Gerard trusted her. 
Wendy said, “No.” 


“Interesting.” Pieterzoon tilted his head. “Presence can help a Ventrue get what they want, 
Wendy. It can make you feel a rapport with me. But that rapport can’t replace a solid 
foundation that only time and genuine affection can bring, it can’t replace a real bond with 
someone else. So you know what it tells me that you’re resisting? Jt tells me that you’re 
resisting because of an even stronger bond.” 


“Go to hell.” So much for impulse control. 


“And there’s one bond of yours I know to be particularly strong,” said Pieterzoon. “I’ve seen 
the other end of it, in fact. There’s one other Nosferatu I’ve subjected to my Presence who 
became strangely uncooperative as soon as your name would be mentioned. Your sire, Gerard 
Rafin. It’s him, isn’t it? It was him who discovered it.” 


“No,” Wendy gritted out. 


“Tt can’t be anyone else,” said Pieterzoon. “Tell me how he found out. I’m sure he told you. 
You two are close.” 


“We’re Nosferatu. Our bonds with each other are stronger than Ventrue bonds, so of course 
you’d assume it would have to be a sire. You just don’t get it, do you?” 


“Wendy. You’re a shocking liar.” 
Fuck it. Desperate times called for desperate measures. 


She roused the Blood. Reepicheep snapped to life inside the pocket of her hoodie. He jumped 
out, scurried across the floor, and bit Jan on the ankle. 


The Presence snapped like an elastic band. 


Wendy wasted no time. She swept the laptop in front of her to the side, lunged across the 
table, grabbed Pieterzoon by his collar and threw him over her body against the wall. 


She was on him before he could react. She grabbed him by the throat and pinned him to the 
wall. 


“Look at me,” said Pieterzoon. 


She leaned on his throat, hard, cutting off his voice. “Nice try,” said Wendy, “but even I’m 
not so dumb as to look a Ventrue I’m fighting with in the eye.” She kept her vision on his 
legs. When they kicked out, she took advantage and shoved herself between them. Her spare 
hand restrained one of his wrists, leaving his other free. From here, with her whole body 
restraining Pieterzoon, her face was shoved into the wall and she couldn’t see his free hand. 
She waited for it to claw at her, but it didn’t. 


She invoked Animalism again. Through Reepicheep’s eyes on the table she could watch the 
two of them, watch Jan’s limp, unrestrained hand for any sudden moves. 


With Jan unable to talk, she could give herself a moment to think. What now? She’d just 
thrown an Archon and shoved him against the wall. 


How the hell would she clean this mess up? 


Maybe it was time to get bold again. 


“You feed on rape survivors,” Wendy snarled into his ear. “I don’t hold that against you. 
Ventrue can’t help what they have to eat. But their feeding restriction is often linked to 
something involving their life. So either you’re a rape victim yourself, or a rapist. I’m hoping 
for your sake, Jan, it was the former, because no amount of Presence will prevent me 
delivering a bit of justice to you if it’s the latter.” 


Through Reepicheep’s eyes, she saw him spread the fingers of both his hands in a gesture of 
peace. 


But there was no way in hell she was letting go yet. 


“Don’t try any Presence or I’Il have the rat bite you again,” said Wendy. “We’re going to 
have a nice little talk, you and me. Or rather, I’m going to talk, you’re going to listen. You 
think your feeding restriction is the worst I’ve heard about? It’s not. If anything you’ve got 
far less a restriction than you realise. You realise one in four women have been raped, right? 
And a lot of men get raped, too. You walk down the street, a quarter of the women you pass 
are eligible to be fed from, and probably more men than anyone other than you realises. I saw 
you sniff the glasses Prince Goldwin offered you — Ventrue can smell when they can feed 
from someone. But there’s also something I noticed in my intel on you, Jan. Your restriction 
is rape victims. Rape victims. In general. And yet, you always feed on women. That’s more 
than a little creepy, to me.” 


Her hip bone was right at crotch height. She leaned. Pieterzoon made a strangled noise. 


“That’s sick,” said Wendy. “Really sick. And doesn’t say anything nice about how you got 
that restriction. But let’s move on. It’s not the only thing I know about you, Pieterzoon. I 
know you’re not Hardestadt’s childe, either.” 


Pieterzoon made another noise. From Reepicheep’s vantage point, he looked to be giving a 
pained smile, almost as if he was trying to laugh. 


“T’m not joking,” said Wendy. “Your sire’s real name is Jurgen von Verden. Your bloodline 
calls him Hardestadt the Younger. He diablerised Hardestadt the Elder, and you’re one of the 
very few people who know about that. And what a coincidence, so am I! And no, before you 
call my bluff, I never operate on hearsay. I have cold, hard evidence tucked away, and it 
won’t disappear if anything happens to me — it’ll just fall into someone else’s hands. Us 
Nossies have a lot of backups within backups. And if you think /’m talkative, well. Think 
about what kind of culture I was raised in that I tend to let things slip easily. Think about the 
fact I’ve never tried to blackmail you... until now.” 


She released him. Pieterzoon slumped to the floor, hands between his legs, hissing in pain. 
Then he raised one to touch his flattened, bruised throat. 
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“So I’m going to make a few demands,” she said. “Firstly — you’ll play nice. No more 
Presence, no more trying to exploit me. I don’t take kindly to it.” 


Pieterzoon sounded as if he was trying to say something, but his vocal cords weren’t working 
yet. The bruises began to fade. His neck started to morph back into its healthy shape. 


“Secondly.” Wendy lowered herself to a crouch, making sure to watch the wall beside 
Pieterzoon’s head instead of making eye contact. “Call off the Blood Hunt. I’m done running. 
Thirdly, have my sire released.” 


Pieterzoon held up a finger. He gasped for air, which whistled and made grotesque sounds as 
he drew it into and out of his lungs. 


“You want to play hard ball, Pieterzoon?” said Wendy. “I can do that.” 
“Just give me,” Pieterzoon rasped, with barely coherent words, “a fucking minute.” 


“Take your time,” said Wendy, mentally commanding Reepicheep to move to the side, ready 
to lunge for Pieterzoon if necessary. A rat couldn’t take down a Kindred, but as Reepicheep 
had already demonstrated, distractions were worth their weight in gold. 


“You crushed my throat.” Pieterzoon’s voice was still hoarse, but coming together better as it 
healed. “Remind me never to underestimate a Nosferatu again. You might be small, but 
you're strong.” 


“No more Presence, Jan,” Wendy reminded him. 
“I’m not using Presence.” He straightened up. Looked at Wendy. 


“I’m looking at the space between your eyebrows,” said Wendy. “So don’t try anything, it 
won’t work.” 


“No more Presence.” He raised his hands in surrender. Wendy could see mottled bruises 
fading in front of her eyes. She hadn’t realised how hard she’d leaned against him. “And no 
Dominate. You have my word on that.” 

“For what little it’s worth.” 

“T’m Ventrue,” said Jan. “We’re worth nothing without our word.” 


“I’m Nosferatu,” said Wendy. “I know that means you’re worth nothing at all.” 


Jan laughed without mirth, a strained sound, and stood. Wendy rose as well. “Let’s see,” he 
said, pulling out his phone. “List of demands...” 


“Hypocrite,” said Wendy, looking at the phone. 

“Phones are for emergency use only,” said Pieterzoon, giving her an annoyed look to go with 
his condescending tone. “What was that you wanted? Blood Hunt called off, Rafin released... 
some coffee while we’re at it?” 


“Mocha, no sugar,” said Wendy. 


“Sweet tooth, huh?” Pieterzoon dialled. “Panhard’s going to be pissed. Giving a Prince orders 
in her own domain goes against the traditions. She’ll obey, because politics, but she won’t 
forget. Now, more than ever, the Camarilla needs her goodwill.” 


“Cry me a river.” 


“T was thinking, though,” said Pieterzoon. The number was entered, but he hadn’t pressed the 
green button yet. “When you were strangling me.” 


“Oh, found an ace up your sleeve, have you?” said Wendy. “Do go on.” She used Animalism 
to look around, using Reepicheep’s eyes. No, nobody was sneaking up on them... 


“T did, actually,” said Pieterzoon. “No, I was just realising that everything makes perfect 
sense and I was a fool not to think of it before. Of course the childe of SchreckNET’s creator 
would know all that.” 


He pressed the call button, smiled sweetly to her, and brought it to his ear. “Our emails were 
never private, were they?” 


Wendy snatched the phone off him and cancelled the call. 

She stared down at it. 

Pieterzoon stood still. 

Reepicheep cleaned his whiskers. 

“Ts there a problem, Wendy?” said Pieterzoon, softly. “Something troubling you?” 
Gerard’s chances of survival had always been bleak, but... 


They wouldn’t let him live after this. They’d destroy him for all the secrets he’d read, all the 
keyloggers he’d installed. It didn’t matter how much Wendy denied it, or even if Pieterzoon 
believed it. She was starting to see how politics worked; Pieterzoon only had to claim it, only 
had to yell it loud enough, and then the walls would close in on them. 


Another nail in the coffin of her clan. 


“SchreckNET doesn’t work that way,” she said, at last. “We can’t access your accounts 
without resetting the passwords — “ a blatant lie. ““ — and every time a password is reset, 
notifications are sent to the user. Passwords aren’t stored on the server in a format any person 
can read, they’re encrypted, even to me and Gerard.” Once upon a time she could hack a 
server and get a list of passwords, but nothing worked that way any more. Especially not 
SchreckNET. That had been the first security hole she’d fixed. 


“Mhmm,” said Pieterzoon. “That’s why you snatched the phone off me and took your time 
trying to figure out how to tell me that, I’m sure.” 


“Damn it, Pieterzoon,” said Wendy, softly. “I’m not stupid. I know you’re going to grab onto 
that and twist. It doesn’t matter whether or not it’s true, all you have to do is make everyone 
else think it is, and it won’t matter at all.” She tossed him back his phone. She found Levin’s 
laptop on its side on the floor. It had gone into the wall; she’d cracked the screen, and Levin 
wouldn’t be happy about that, but everything still worked. She put it back on the table. 
“Look, I’ll even log into the administrator account and show — “ she stopped. “Fuck. No. I 


can’t.” She moved to a nearby couch and flopped. “SchreckNET’s down. I can’t access it 
from here. And even if I showed you you’d just tell the Camarilla what the fuck you wanted 
anyway. It wouldn’t matter.”” Nobody ever believed her. Alicia hadn’t, DeLaire hadn’t, and 
now Pieterzoon wouldn’t. And yes, she was lying out of her ass here, but... that wasn t the 
point. 


Pieterzoon settled on the couch opposite her. He clasped his hands on his knees. 
“T think there’s something you want to tell me, Wendy,” he said. 


“There is, actually.” Wendy didn’t even look up. “It’s ‘stop being such a condescending 
cunt.’” 


He actually laughed at that. “You know, your accent comes out when you swear? I recall that 
you’re part Australian, aren’t you?” 


“Half and half,” said Wendy. “My mother, she — “ hadn’t heard from her daughter in ten 
years, had no idea she was still alive, still thought she was on the run after being framed for 
the murder of her boss, a Nosferatu ghoul who was long, long dead now, the ghoul who’d 
unwittingly set her on the path to hacking SchreckNET, the ghoul who’d drawn the attention 
of the Nosferatu to her, before Gerard jumped out of the shadows and claimed her right under 
Kaiser’s nose. She could still remember cool arms around her, lips at her throat, the way 
she’d sighed at the ecstasy of the Kiss, the way her head had begun to spin and everything 
had gone quiet and calm as her humanity trickled out of her. She’d woken with his blood in 
her veins. He would always be with her, now. 


She blinked, remembering where the present was. “Mum was the Australian,” she said, 
quietly. “Dad was the Yank. He met her in Sydney as a tourist. Why... why are we talking 
about pedigrees? Are you using Presence again?” Her voice was hollow. 


“No,” said Jan. Then: “Dutch, if you’re wondering. Though you probably got that from my 
emails.” 


She sighed. Tried to choose her words carefully. Wondered if there was any point. 


Her impulsiveness had always been her greatest flaw. Even after hacking SchreckNET, even 
after finding out the Nosferatu had wanted to kill her, that her boss had set them on her, she’d 
taunted them and run her mouth off. 


How little she’d known, back then. She’d been a mouse bluffing a lion. 


But then, she thought, glancing at Reepicheep who’d now settled on her knee — sometimes 
the bite of a rodent was enough to turn the tide. They’d never wanted to kill her. She’d 
impressed them. They brought her into the fold, and made her stronger. 


Made them stronger, too. Or so Gerard had said. 


She wasn’t sure any more. 


“T wasn’t lying when I said email passwords don’t work that way,” she said, quietly. She 
sighs. “You’ve done your homework on me if you know I’m Aussie, so you must know of 
my bloodline’s reputation too.” 


“The one that stems from Radcliffe with Teeth?” said Jan. “Not to be confused with Radcliffe 
without Teeth, I understand. Your uncle Radcliffe, the one without Teeth, defected from the 
Camarilla. The one with Teeth, his sire and your grandsire, was furious about this betrayal. 
But when the Camarilla expected him to destroy his errant childe, demanded he destroy him, 
Teeth refused. The rest of the New York Trinity covered him, I believe.” 


“Calebros and Augustin, yeah.” She never got to meet Augustin. Or Teeth. “Teeth refused to 
give up Radcliffe. And he refused to stop talking to him, too. Radcliffe never went back to 
the Camarilla, and I don’t think Teeth ever forgave him for that, but they never stopped being 
close. My bloodline has always been close.” 


She straightened up. “My point is, Pieterzoon,” she said, looking towards him, but making 
sure to avoid his eyes. “We’re very close knit with the Sabbat branch of the family. We’re 
infamous for that, even within our own clan.” 


Jan’s eyes narrowed. “Cock Robin mentioned something like that, yes.” 


“Do you realise what would happen if we were able to just... access people’s messages 
whenever we wanted? The conflict of interest that’d be?” She snorted. Lies, lies, lies, all of it 
lies. “Yeah, I know, Kindred aren’t moral. But your world topside is so different to ours down 
below, and you presume we work the same way. If we could use SchreckNET as you think, 
we'd have a shitton of Sabbat intelligence at our disposal, and just as much Camarilla 
intelligence. Imagine if the Camarilla wanted any of that. Wanted us to betray our family on 
demand. Do you really think we’d put ourselves in that position?” 


“Not if we never found out,” said Jan. 


“Jan,” said Wendy, “this is not the first time I’ve had a Blood Hunt put on my head. In 1999, 
in the Battle of New York, the Nosferatu Justicar, Cock Robin, came to the Manhattan 
Warren and orchestrated for both our Warrens to be destroyed. He smuggled his own people 
in to do it. He wanted the Sabbat dead for obvious reasons, but considered our Warren a nest 
of traitors.” 


“Can’t say I blame him,” said Pieterzoon, airily. 


“You don’t get it,” said Wendy. “He was an outsider. The Camarilla knew that. They sent an 
outsider to our Warren who was as high up the pecking order as they could get without 
sending a member of the Inner Circle itself, and that person hatched a plot to purge us all of 
anyone they didn’t think was loyal to the sect by their standards. It’s like the CEO showing 
up to a cafe to order the minimum wageslaves to — look, you get my point. You know how 
serious that is.” 


Jan nodded. He said nothing, but his face was like stone as he listened. 


“Officially, he was there to avenge Petrodon,” said Wendy. “And that’s what he told 
Calebros, and he had Calebros dancing to his tune like a good little puppet. But his real 
mission was to sniff out the local antitribu, get rid of them, and get rid of any Nosferatu who 
had a positive relationship with any antitribu at all. Just because we talk to them sometimes 
doesn’t mean we’re going to put the sect in jeopardy by giving them Camarilla secrets, Jan. 
You topsiders just can’t fucking comprehend that we have a whole different world 
underground that’s drastically different to yours, and you demand that we do things your way, 
your Ventrue way, and you topsiders wanted us destroyed when we insisted on keeping to our 
own way of life.” 


Jan gave her a severe look. She resisted the urge to stare him back in the eyes. 


“A friend of Gerard’s intercepted some of Cock Robin’s messages and raised the alarm,” said 
Wendy. Director Francesca DeLaire. “The antitribu were dealing with something similar on 
the opposite side, which had given Cock Robin the confidence to strike. I was supposed to 
deliver a warning to Radcliffe that Cock Robin was pulling shit. My cousin went with me. 
You’re not supposed to go out into the tunnels alone.” 


Jan’s eyes narrowed, but Wendy didn’t stop. It felt... safe to talk to him. She could tell him 
anything. She’d tell him, and he would understand. 


And in her trance, she didn’t have the presence of mind to fight it. 


“It was risky, sending me and my cousin out there,” said Wendy. “Something lived under 
New York. You Camarilla don’t ever believe us no matter how many of us die. Most of us 
think it’s Nictuku. Until then, I did too. Gerard didn’t, he always pointed out that Nictuku 
hated the underground...” 


But it was either the Antediluvian, or oblivion. A rock and a hard place. No good options left. 
Either one meant the death of the Nosferatu. 


So Gerard took the only option he had left: delay, delay, delay. 


“Gerard went to stand up to Cock Robin,” said Wendy. “To confront him. But not before he 
sent me away. Well, Cock Robin figured out immediately what had happened and declared a 
Blood Hunt on Gerard on the spot. Right in front of the rest of the clan.” 


Jan’s expression was slightly puzzled, as if wondering how she’d gotten here. But he didn’t 
pressure her to get to the point, just let the information flow out of Wendy. Maybe he could 
see the trance she was in, reliving that night five years ago. Maybe he was reluctant to disrupt 
it in case more useful information came out of it. She didn’t know why. 


But... it felt like she could tell him. That if only he understood, everything would be alright. 
So she talked. She just talked. Like she always did. And she watched a younger Wendy in the 
dark, flooded tunnels under New York City, 1999. 


“T was already gone,” said Wendy. “My cousin and | found our way to the antitribu and told 
them what Cock Robin had planned. Radcliffe wanted to go back to our Warren, to get 
Gerard out and figure out what to do next. 


“So we ran into the tunnels.” Wendy found herself on her back on the sofa, staring through 
the ceiling above her and the floors past that, into the sky and beyond the stars. They said that 
the light of the stars took so long to reach you that looking at them allows you to look back in 
time. “My uncle, my cousin and I. We didn’t know that a Blood Hunt had been declared, or 
that Cock Robin had realised I was missing, or that he was about to have his people start 
putting a purge in motion.” 


Jan snapped upright at that. “The Camarilla would never have authorised such a thing 
without — “ 


“The Camarilla at large would never have had a clue,” said Wendy. “We are Nosferatu. We 
have our own ways of doing things, Ventrue. A purge would have happened in the dark. It 
would’ve used intel as a weapon. Plausible deniability as a shield. Over a period of months, 
more and more New York Nosferatu would have found themselves accused of crimes they 
didn’t commit, or ended up lost in the caverns, or slowly isolated as Nosferatu from other 
Warrens transferred to us to slowly displace us. Some would have left to transfer to other 
Warrens, only for us to hear later that the other Warren never heard of such an arrangement. 
Our own famuli would have turned against us. Swarms of rats would have devoured us 
quietly, alligators would have come out of the flood waters with a sudden desire for Kindred 
flesh and picked us off one at a time, and the hunters might have received a tip off about a 
nest of Sewer Rats...”» Wendy turned to look at Jan. “Our Warrens are often close, Jan, but 
we’ve fought entire wars that topsiders have never even heard about. And we know how to 
fight them in a way that doesn’t cast so much as a ripple on the surface. We’ve done it before. 
We’ ve done it to the Sabbat — just not to our antitribu, not to any Nosferatu who happened to 
be in it. And I don’t doubt our antitribu have done it to the Camarilla, too. A Nosferatu war is 
brutal, Jan. Far more brutal than anything you’ve ever seen. If war is declared, half a dozen 
Nosferatu agents can wipe out an entire Warren in a matter of months. Like... being trapped 
in an isolated mansion with a serial killer. You know you’re next. You don’t know who’s 
doing it.” 


And Calebros could do nothing. He hadn’t been there. He’d been with Cock Robin, with 
Qadir, Panhard, Jezebelle, Michaela, Theo Bell. Even Jan Pieterzoon. 


“Radcliffe and I ran back,” said Wendy. “The antitribu were being watched too closely by the 
Sabbat. We needed to find Gerard — “ And Francesca DeLaire “ — and needed to see if he’d 
managed to drive off Cock Robin or if there’d be something we could go on. Maybe they’d 
have a better idea by then.” 


“Did they?” 


She remembered it now: crashing into Gerard in the dark. The panicked jabbering of the 
brothers. Gemini, who’d accompanied Wendy, had expressed shock that Gerard had gone into 
the tunnels alone to find them. 


“The fuck are we going to do?” Gerard had said. “DeLaire said that a full half of the refugees 
are Cock Robin’s people. I knew we had too many. Most would have taken refuge with their 
antitribu, not come up here! That’s too many for us to fight head on and we can’t distinguish 
them from the other refugees.” 


“We’ve got a Cardinal and a ton of Sabbat watching our side,” Radcliffe had said. ““We can’t 
go back, the Warren’s swarming with Lasombra, and I’m convinced half of our refugees are 
Tzimisce playing dress up. We’re just going to have to target the heads and lynch the bastards 
on top and hope we can pull it off before they — “ 


“What, right under the noses of all their guards?!” 
“The hell else are we supposed to do? Your agent found the information too late.” 
“Where the fuck is Calebros when we need him!?” 


She could remember Cock Robin’s long beak in the darkness. Could remember others with 
him. Couldn’t remember when he’d turned up, or if he’d been there all along. “Ssserving,” 
Cock Robin had rasped. And oh, how it had frightened her; Cock Robin’s disfigurement went 
beyond anything any Nosferatu she’d ever met before had, even among the swarms of 
refugees. He struggled so hard to talk, but every syllable he uttered spat nothing but venom. 
“Camarilla. Assss he ssshould. Loyalty. Backbone. Infected clan all around him... rot. 
Purge.” He clenched a shaking fist and snarled, "The children...” 


Gerard had grabbed Wendy by the collar. 


“This is it,” he growled. “Run. Get the antitribu out of there. I don’t care how many Sabbat 
there are, have them flee into the tunnels and disappear. We know them better than they do. 
Whatever happens, we are one clan under two Sects. Whatever happens, whatever the fallout, 
we weather it together. Now get the hell out of here and warn them, and we’ll hold off Cock 
Sucker!” 


“Really?” She’d forgotten Cock Robin’s rasping response, the derisive bark that followed. 
“Original! Dessstroy whelp — “ 


“Get away from my cousin, you piece of shit!’ Gemini roared in the dark. 
And Wendy ran. 


And five years later she was barely aware of her voice as she recounted it to Jan, because all 
she could see were tunnels and black voids, and all she could hear was the echoing splash of 
water under her feet. Hidden pebbles and slippery things. And oh, how many times she’d 
stumbled and plunged straight into the water, scrambled her way back up, over and over and 
over, weaving her way through tunnel after tunnel, passage after unending passage, until... 
until... until... 


Until she stopped asking why is it taking so long to get back to the antitribu? 


Because she’d known the answer all along, as it chased after her lonely steps, her only 
company in the dark. Standing there, in the silence, listening to the nothing around her, she 
could no longer ignore it. 


“The lives of two Warrens depended on me.” Wendy didn’t speak. She only heard herself 
talk. “Every single Nosferatu in the city needed me to find the antitribu and get them out of 


there, spirit them away from under the noses of the Sabbat.” 


She swallowed. “And I was fucking lost.” 


Chapter End Notes 


NaNoWriMo starts tomorrow! :D I'll be sure to keep updating RS weekly, don't you 
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descendant of his comes to London as an SI prisoner and diablerises him instead. As 
Roger de Camden and Mithras attempt to go back to their old schemes while the SI try 
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body that will never belong to her again. 
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Johnny Silverhand. 


(And yes. I've written about this Olivia before! No, she can't catch a break from her 
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Chapter Summary 


Wendy was supposed to be convincing Pieterzoon that she's not a traitor. Instead she's 
dealing with a full-on PTSD flashback as she remembers what, exactly, happened under 
New York five years ago... and who she met underneath. 


Chapter Notes 


Thanks again to my beta, @Orodrethsgeek of tumblr! All errors remain my own. 


CW for implications of sexual assault. 


Wendy didn’t know how long she’d been lost for. 


It was black down there, and even with her Kindred eyes she could barely see a hand in front 
of her face. Echolocation, an invaluable tool to the rest of her bloodline, was less useful in 
someone with only one external ear. And even if not for that, she didn’t know this place. 
She’d never been here before. She was only five. 


She’d never been in the tunnels by herself. They’d always gone in pairs. Because there was 
something deep underground that every Nosferatu was afraid of. 


Nictuku, a young Wendy had thought. 
(If only, an older Wendy thought.) 


But New York was a city forever on the brink of flooding. Even the subway couldn’t function 
without the 24/7 operation of pumps. As long as she avoided the flooded tunnels she 
wouldn’t go too deep. 


But they were impossible to avoid. Waterfalls here, still waters there. Even when she turned 
around and went back the way she came, she stumbled into unfamiliar tunnels and dead ends. 


“Fuck,” she whispered, her voice as loud as a firecracker in the still quiet. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 


She was lost in the bowels of New York, in ancient tunnels so deep there shouldn’t be air 
down here at all. Why was there air? The water table was far too high for this. She was so 
deep underground she should be swimming, but the water never went past her hips. 


The rock down here shouldn’t be slimy. The mud should have settled enough to be packed 
into clay long ago. But after hours of walking, something started to give under every step she 
took, ever so slightly, as if she was a cat creeping across the flesh of somebody’s stomach. 
Every now and then it made her slip, it wasn’t moss. It had too much grip, as slimy as it was. 
And there couldn’t be moss down here this far from the light. 


When she fell again, and used her hands to push herself back to her feet, the ground felt like 
the inside of her cheek. 


She tried the “run a hand along the wall to the left of you to get out of the maze” trick, but it 
only had her go in circles. She tried it on another wall, but it was soft, and slimy, and warm. 
She stuck it out until her hands brushed something hairy. After that she didn’t dare touch 
anything with her bare hands. Not even when she fell. 


The stories said that something down here ate the Nosferatu. Well, she was pretty damn sure 
by now there were no Nictuku down here. She knew the truth, now, of why the Nosferatu 
went missing — that they got lost, and stumbled around the labyrinth for nights and nights 
and nights until they fell into torpor, and their bodies were never found. 


And sure, maybe she could let her mind drift across the idea that she was going down the 
soft, gaping throat of some kind of creature, but that wasn’t it, was it? Sensory deprivation 
from darkness and silence was playing tricks on her. Nothing down here ate anything else. 


(But sometimes they find blood, a small voice in Wendy’s head told her, sometimes the 
Vigilants go out to search and they find nothing but more blood splattered across the ground 
than should ever fit in a Nosferatu’ body...) 


No wonder the Nosferatu made up Nictuku. The truth was far more horrifying. There was 
nothing down here but disorientation and torpor. 


(And hair, and the inside of something s cheeks, and things that look like eyeballs but that’s 
Just the darkness, that’s just her brain trying to make sense out of the nothingness in front of 
her... the eyes arent following her, and somehow that’s worse than if they were.) 


How many Nosferatu were left up above? Were they all dead? Had they won? Or was the 
clock still ticking as Cock Robin executed a shadow war that would take months or years to 
lose? Was Gerard alright? How long had it been? She wasn’t sure if she’d slept or not; 
sometimes she jerked awake and realised she’d been nodding off on her feet. Sometimes she 
found herself on the ground without remembering she’d fallen. But maybe she’d been in the 
daysleep instead. Maybe she hadn’t been down there for hours, maybe she’d been there for 
weeks. She was hungry, now. Really hungry. She hadn’t been hungry at all when she left, but 
she’d never been this hungry in her life... 


And then she heard it. 


A voice in her head. A man’s voice. Saying something, asking her something, in a language 
she’s never heard before. 


What? She said to it, before she realised what she was doing. 


Shit. Shit. Shit. She could be hallucinating again, like she’d hallucinated the bushes full of 
singing children’s heads or the teeth jutting out of the earth like morbid stalagmites, or the 
curtains of hair, or... or... 


Every instinct in her body commanded her to freeze, to Obfuscate with what little blood she 
had left. And here, with no guidance or plan, with nothing but instinct and her faithful 
impulsiveness to guide her, she obeyed. 


And then the voice was back, speaking to her again. His voice. Whoever he was. Still in 
another language, and yet — 


And yet — 
Somehow, she could understand. 
Who are you, little one? 


What language was that? It sounded like Latin, but Gerard had taught her Latin to 
communicate with the oldest of Kindred — a constant language in a world that was forever 
changing — and this... this wasn’t it. 


Are you here alone? 
(Well. That was fucking terrifying.) 


It said something again. Words, familiar enough that it felt like she should be able to grasp it 
but (its not Latin, stupid). It didn’t matter. The wordless concepts followed and she 
understood. 


Do not be afraid. 


(Yeah. No. Something told her not to be afraid? She was running in the opposite direction. 
Screaming.) 


But where? Where could she run to, down here? Fuck. What were her options, here? 
Answering the creepy weird voice in the dark that was almost certainly responsible for eating 
so many clanmates? It wasn’t much worse an idea than running around like a chicken with its 
head cut off! The hunter had found her, but it was Prince of this domain and she didn’t know 
it like it did — 


Something splashed. 
Something that wasn’t her. 


The shadows were still wrapped around her, hiding her, but it was coming closer. Back then, 
the baby she was, she couldn’t take a step without breaking Obfuscate. She didn’t dare. 


Something appeared in the passage below, glowing like moonlight in the black. 


It was a man. The most beautiful man she’d ever seen, wearing nothing but a kind smile and 
a kind face and skin as clear as the sky above Sydney in drought. (And oh, she hadn’t been to 
Sydney in so many years...) Its hair was the colour of copper, she could see that in the glow 
of its skin, and hung in ringlets around immaculate cheekbones. Its eyes were so beautiful 
and she couldn’t look away... 


Oh, how well she could remember that face. How could she ever forget it? How could she 
ever forget how she stood there, hidden by Obfuscate, and yet — 


It was looking straight at her. 
She was a deer in headlights. 
(She was a fledgling caught in the gaze of an Antediluvian.) 


It opened its mouth. It spoke in a language Wendy did not understand. The one that sounded 
like Latin, the one that twigged the part of her brain that said J should understand this, but 
whose words eluded her grasp. 


“T have no idea,” Wendy breathed, “what the fuck you are saying.” 


The silence was so loud. It muffled everything like snow. And yet, when she spoke against 
the backdrop of its nothingness, her voice was as loud as if she was screaming. 


The thing paused. It tilted its head, and the ringlets moved with it. Then it spoke again, and 
this time her brain said, yes, yes, I know this, I know this — 


“Latin?” she said. “You’re speaking Latin, this time? Uh. Carpe diem? Draco dormiens 
nunquam titillandus?” 


Then her mind finally translated what it had said: 
What is your name? 
Wendy didn’t say anything. She watched it come up the wet tunnel, still smiling. 


It didn’t feel dangerous any more. She didn’t feel scared any more. Oh, no, she couldnt feel 
scared any more — 


(Pieterzoon’s Presence was a little bitch compared to this thing, compared to the aura of 
safety she couldn’t even entertain the thought of fighting against — ) 


“Its going to be okay,” it said, in crooning Latin tones, in a voice richer than chocolate. 
“Everything s going to be okay.” 


Relief crashed down on her in a wild tsunami. Her shoulders sagged. She breathed like she 
was alive again. “It’s okay,” she said, in English. “It’s okay. It’s — “ she switched to Latin. 
“Tt's okay?” 


He was only a yard ahead of her, now. He crested the top of the small hill he had been 
climbing, then stepped into a pool that came halfway up his bare thighs. 


“Its okay,” he said. 

He smiled at her. His eyes were sad. 

“Are you okay?” said Wendy. 

He looked surprised at her question. It only made his smile look all the more full of sorrow. 
He didn’t answer, except to ask, “What is your name?” 

“Wendy,” she said. “Wendy Taylor.” 

“Wendy. Wendy, childe of...?” 


“Childe of Gerard,” said Wendy, grasping the familiarity and the comfort it brought her. 
“Childe of Radcliffe with Teeth, childe of Michel, childe of —“ 


“Hannibal,” he said. “Yes. I know the lineage.” He gave her another sad smile. “7 know many 
of them well by now.” 


She tilted her head. In her tired haze, in her hunger, in the face of his soothing Presence, she 
did not understand. Her mind was slow. 


She was tired. 

As if he could hear her thoughts, he offered her his hand. 

Far away, she thought she heard something echo. A voice. A familiar voice. 
She hesitated. She listened. 


“Come,” he said, his voice soft, but the one she was listening for was behind her and distorted 
by echoes. Was it growing louder? Not his voice, the other one — “You need to rest. I can 
take you somewhere safe.” 


It was over. It was finally over. 


(It was almost over, it had come so close to being over, she’d taken Death by the hand and 
somehow she’d survived — ) 


She took his hand. What was left of her stress and fear melted into nothing, and then the other 
voice didn’t matter any more. He squeezed her hand. Led her past the crest. Provided steady 
support as she navigated her way down the slippery slope and into the pool below. His hand 
was warm, like he was alive. 


“T want to go home,” she said. 


(Something, far away, shouted her name.) 


She used to think of home as her apartment up in the city, but now she realised it wasn’t. Not 
any more. It was the flooded shopping centre. It was the voices of squabbling Nossies. It was 
the Warren, with fairy lights twisting around the railings of the upper levels, and the glow-in- 
the-dark stars sprayed across the ceiling illuminating the mold. How did those stars never 
fade? It must be magic. It was the occasional formless something disturbing the surface of the 
still waters below. It was the sound of her sire’s voice, calling her name, echoing in the walls 


“Wendy!” 
She paused. 


The man in front of her stopped, as well, and let go of her hand. He tilted his head as he 
listened. 


He smiled at Wendy. 
It looked real, this time. 
“Gerard?” she said. She raised her voice, looked up to the top of the slope. “Gerard!” 


“Wendy!” There he was, on top of the slope, standing with a ball of string in his hand like a 
gift from Ariadne. 


She looked to the stranger. 
He was gone. 


There was not so much as a ripple in the water to show he’d been there. 


“Oh,” said Wendy, softly. “You’re still here.” 
“Am I supposed to not be?” said Jan Pieterzoon. 


Wendy sat up. “I...” She rubbed her eyes, almost knocking Reepicheep off her knee with her 
elbow. “We were talking about something, and then. That happened.” 


“Curious description,” said Jan Pieterzoon. 
“You listened to all of that?” 


“Of course,” said Pieterzoon. ““Whyever wouldn’t I? It seems that despite your betrayal of the 
Camarilla, you truly had good intentions, and the whole incident left its mark on you.” 


“We didn’t betray them,” said Wendy. Did her voice sound as groggy as it felt? “There was 
a... a point to this. A point was the reason I went there.” She hadn’t meant to get caught in 
the past, but, well, it had a tendency to catch you anyway. “Yes. The antitribu. You think it’s 
treason. We know it’s not.” 


“T was almost destroyed in this very city by my own clan’s antitribu,” said Pieterzoon. “I’m 
willing to believe you’re merely naive, not malicious. But I don’t extend that same grace 
towards the elders of your clan. You’ve all but confessed to me that the sects are merely a 
game for your clan, a team sport where none of it is taken seriously.” 


“Fucking Ventrue,” Wendy muttered. The images and flashbacks, and the sounds of splashing 
water, still lingered in the peripheral, and it was hard to bring herself back enough to talk 
some fucking sense into this asshole. “Gerard found me. Got me out. Had like... ten balls of 
string tied to each other. There were eyeballs. Tendrils. Teeth.” She bit the insides of her 
cheek to ground herself, to bring herself back to the present. She felt drunk. She felt groggy. 
She felt hungover. She felt more sober than she’d ever been. “You don’t get it. Do you even 
want to, Jan?” 


Jan watched her critically. 
“There’s something down there,” said Wendy. 
“You said it was an Antediluvian.” 


“What, going to destroy me for a bit of heresy now, are you? Need another excuse on your 
list of reasons to put me down?” 


Jan didn’t say anything. 


“There’s no Camarilla down there to protect us,” said Wendy. “No Sabbat down there to 
protect them. The underground is host to so many horrors not even the humans know about, 
and not just in New York. We do what we have to do to survive it. To play at war with sects is 
a luxury we don’t have. And Gerard and I stayed in the Camarilla, we never got — “ 


“Yes, because Calebros pardoned you and covered it up,” said Jan. 


“He pardoned us because he knew it wasn’t treason,” said Wendy. “He’s one of us, he knows 
how we work better than you do. You don’t get it, you’re not even trying. The Ventrue hate 
each other. They hate each other so much they cling to their causes so much that they forget 
they’re all Ventrue.” 


“So you’re telling me the Nosferatu put clan above sect.” 


Oh, absolutely, along with most other clans. But she’s learning enough now to start getting a 
grip on the value of learning to control her word vomit, on the value of not confirming it, on 
the value of denying it out loud even though they both know neither she nor Jan believes it. 
Maybe she can still salvage this mess. Maybe. “You’re acting as if we pool together our intel 
on each sect and share it. No. We don’t. We leave it out entirely. What have I been fucking 
telling you?” 


“Which suggests,” said Jan, in the tone of a tired parent dealing with a teenager, “That 
instead of being malicious you are merely complicit. Your clan has opportunities to exploit 
their connection to the antitribu and choose not to.” 


“It goes both ways, Jan!” said Wendy. “Why do you think the Camarilla had Nosferatu 
presence before the battle? We’d been there the whole time — because the antitribu kept the 
Sabbat away from us. Not every Warren gets along with its counterpart, but this relationship 
is the reason why there are still Camarilla holdouts in Sabbat cities. Because of that, we had a 
vital foothold that the Camarilla could exploit to take New York.” 


“And like you said, it works both ways,” said Jan. “That means that in every Camarilla city, 
there’s a Sabbat Warren.” 


“Not every city — “ 
“Little comfort, Wendy.” 


“Don’t patronise me. You would never have taken New York if not for us. Don’t look a gift 
Nosferatu in the mouth, you ungrateful bastard.” 


“’'You’,” said Pieterzoon. “Whatever happened to ‘we’ Camarilla?” 
Wendy screamed in frustration. 


“You're being inconsistent,” said Pieterzoon. “One moment you’re telling me you protect, 
shelter and defend the antitribu, and all that happens is that neither side asks inconvenient 
questions. The next, you’re telling me that it’s Nosferatu intel that helped us capture the city. 
Which is it? Is this relationship harmless or not?” 


“Both!” Wendy threw herself back onto the couch. “We don’t ask Nosferatu inconvenient 
questions. If some stupid-ass Tzimisce gets drunk on some kine and spills the beans about 
some plot to take over the world, we take that to the Camarilla, not the antitribu! And if some 
stupid-ass Ventrue gets drunk on some kine and spills the beans about Camarilla secrets, we 
make sure our antitribu don’t find it! We catch some antitribu spying on the Camarilla, we 
sabotage their equipment or we give them false information, and they do the same if they 
catch us. But they don’t kill us and we don’t kill them. They don’t touch our intel and we 
don’t touch theirs, but we destroy each other’s equipment if we find it. What we draw the line 
at is doing anything that directly endangers another Nosferatu.” 


And there were Rules, too. Most cities had their own treaties and laws that differed by region 
and outlined what actions were acceptable when and where. If the antitribu ever got their 
hands on Gerard’s keylogger servers, they’d use them, but they wouldn’t ask for them to 
willingly be given, nor would they proactively hunt for it or infiltrate the Camarilla Warren to 
find it. No, the consequences for such actions were severe, and any Sabbat caught violating it 
would be thrown to the mercy of the Camarilla by their own Warrenmates — and vice-versa. 


But if the antitribu should come across those servers in pursuit of something else topside? If a 
Camarilla Nosferatu was careless and left it lying around? The New York treaties said it was 
fair game, and so did a lot of others. 


“It goes both ways, Wendy,” said Pieterzoon, throwing her words in her face. “Your antitribu 
allow you to retain a presence in Sabbat cities, but Camarilla Warrens also allow Sabbat — “ 


“Nosferatu.” 


“ —_ to retain a presence in Camarilla cities,” said Jan. “Just as your foothold was the 
downfall of New York’s Sabbat, their foothold could be the downfall of the Camarilla. How 
many cities did we lose across the Eastern Seaboard because of this little arrangement of 
yours?” 


Two, specifically, but Wendy wasn’t about to admit that. “You forget, Jan. We’re Camarilla 
Nosferatu, it’s our job to make sure that doesnt happen. We don’t just stand out of their way 
and let them do whatever.” 


“You just said — “ 


“That when we come across antitribu equipment we destroy it, that we won’t ask for intel on 
the Sabbat but if they leave it lying around we’ll pick it up. What we have isn’t an alliance, 
Pieterzoon, it’s a ceasefire, a cessation of violent hostility between participants limited only 
to Nosferatu, under the conditions that we are able to coexist in the same domains and that 
both sides will extend protection to the other if their existence is directly threatened. Our duty 
to the Camarilla is to be skilled enough to exploit that, and skilled enough to prevent the 
antitribu from exploiting that. That’s not treason, it’s not an alliance, it’s a truce.” And then 
she snaps, “Know the difference.” 


Jan said nothing. He leaned back on his couch, deep in thought. His steepled fingers shunted 
him away from the “used car salesman” portion of the slime-o-metre and more towards “evil 
villain.” He stared into the middle distance, thinking. 


But the wind was out of Wendy’s sails. The effort it had taken to resist his Presence, the 
physical scuffle afterwards, the fear of damning her beloved sire, the flashback, and now her 
trying and failing not to blurt out clan secret after clan secret had exhausted her. Bastard had 
probably used Presence the whole time, again, but so subtly she didn’t notice. The thing 
under New York had used it to calm her down; Pieterzoon might be able to use it in other 
ways too, to make her foggy-brained or too tired to think about what she was saying. 


Fuck topsiders. They were self-centred psychopathic assholes. 


“T suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that Calebros’s penchant for covering things up is 
cultural, not individual,” Pieterzoon finally said. “And I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that 
the clan of secrets keeps secrets of its own.” 


“No fucking shit,” she muttered, but she didn’t know if Pieterzoon heard that or not, and if he 
did, he made no comment. She was tired. She was so fucking tired. And all of this had just 
begun. The Masquerade had only just fallen. They’ve only just started work to find the extent 
of the damage, and there were going to be so many long nights and sleepless days ahead, and 
she was already tired. 


“Have I at least convinced you,” she breathed, not looking at him, “that while we protect the 
lives of other Nosferatu, we would never betray the Camarilla in pursuit of that? That we 
would never compromise the Camarilla for our antitribu siblings? That we work to protect 
the Camarilla from the antitribu without resorting to the destruction of our clanmates?” She 
ran a hand through her hair, turned thinned and wispy after her Embrace. It felt like such a 
long time ago. It felt like she’d always been Nosferatu. 


She wouldn’t give it up for anything. There was a reason she stayed, even after finding out 
about the Kennels and the deepest, most horrific secrets of her clan. 


“Do you believe that Gerard and I wouldn’t put ourselves in the position of being obligated to 
share whatever our antitribu know?” Finally, she looked at him. Looked him in the eyes, this 
time. “That we wouldn’t betray our ceasefire with them by doing that?” (Oh, but they had, 
hadn’t they?) “That we wouldn’t risk the antitribu finding out about it, and therefore risking 
the lives of Camarilla Nosferatu all over the world? Because if we did, and it got out — that’s 
what would happen. We’re not going to set ourselves on fire to keep the antitribu warm, Jan.” 


But they had betrayed that ceasefire. The antitribu used SchreckNET all the time, and she and 
Gerard just... didn’t share the information they found there freely, any more than they shared 
Pieterzoon’s feeding restriction to Kaiser, or Cock Robin’s movements to his worst enemies. 
They sat on it, they sat on all of it, waiting for the time when it would come in the most 
useful. 


Gerard had been an idiot to grant her free access. She talked too much. She talked too fucking 
much. 


Knowledge was power, and she and Gerard were the most powerful Kindred in the world. 
Oh, how arrogant they’d been, gathering all this intel and sitting on it, and just having 
nothing but sheer, blind faith in themselves to never destroy their own clans with it... 


Jan’s voice shook her out of her reverie. “Tell you what, Wendy.” 
Wendy blinked at him. 


“Tl ask Panhard to lift the Blood Hunt,” he said. “I won’t ask for Gerard’s freedom. That’s 
too much to ask for now. But I'll show you some good faith and have you liberated from this 
hunt. I won’t tell anyone what you told me here tonight about the Nosferatu and their little... 
truce... With the antitribu. I won’t tell anyone that I sti// think you’re full of shit and that 
you’re spying on the entire Camarilla — though I do truly believe you when you say you’re 
not giving it to the antitribu.” 


Wendy sighed. “What’s the catch?” 


“You give me everything you have on the Inner Circle, every Justicar and every Archon,” 
said Pieterzoon. “Including myself. Especially that bastard Hardestadt.” 


Cheap at twice the price. For both of them. 


“Deal,” she said. 


Pieterzoon smiled. “Ill give you some leeway. I know that that information will take time to 
extract, especially with the servers down, and you might not be able to get it back until 
you’re back in New York. But, well, Wendy, I’ve chosen to trust you.” 


She might regret this later. She would probably regret this whole conversation later. Not 
tonight, not tomorrow night, not even next year — but decades, centuries down the line, 
someone would regret that this stupid-ass fledgling had caught herself in memory, let down 
her guard and sang like a bird to Pieterzoon. 


“You were using Presence the whole time,” she murmured. 


“I’m Ventrue, aren’t I?” said Pieterzoon, lifting the phone to his ear. “Oh, and by the way, 
Wendy...” 


“Yeah?” 


“Tf you’d been through what I went through when I was alive,” he said, “you’d never want to 
put your face close enough to a man’s skin to smell his sweat ever again.” 


Betrayal 


Chapter Summary 


Wendy gets in touch with New York and finds an unexpected new ally. 


That's just before she gets hit with the worst possible news anyone could have given her. 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you to @orodrethsgeek of Tumblr for their beta work! All errors remain my own. 


The story started off with a very urgent pace, then settled down for a while. As the end 
of this chapter will show you, shit's about to hit the fan. 


Kaiser was pissed about her conversation with Pieterzoon. He’d heard it through his bugs; of 
course he had. “And you just couldn’t help yourself but sing like a bird about our secrets, 
could you?” he said. 


“He was using Presence again!” said Wendy, but the excuse felt as feeble as it was. 


“Then you better get used to dealing with it,” Kaiser snapped. “Ill blackmail him into 
shutting up but this is going to cost us.” He dialed a number. “Pieterzoon? It’s Kaiser. This is 
about your little conversation with Wendy. Now, you had a deal with her, but not one with 
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me... 


Eventually, Wendy finally received a letter from Calebros on the private server. 


Dear Wendy, dear Kaiser, 


Hopefully I understood the instructions for Wendy’ private server and cipher correctly, and 
you're able to read this. But you should know: 


Shits fucked. 


Gerard spends most of his time staked to a wall. I used to be allowed to see him on request, 
so long as Theo Bell or some other authority was present. Considering nobody else was 
allowed to see him at all, talking to his torpored body was their idea of a privilege. They 
woke him up a few times to talk and he tried to negotiate terms. They didnt like that at all. 


Then Jan Pieterzoon showed up and everything went to hell after that. 


Pieterzoon basically interrogated him for hours. They say Dominate cant be used to make 
anyone say anything they dont want to, but oh boy did he push the limits. Dominate. 
Presence. Sturbridge was there with Auspex to tell truth from lies. I’ve seen Gerard shrug off 
Presence like a professional, but those three Disciplines at once? 


He didnt stand a chance. 


It’s not his fault. Nobody could have stood their ground under the power of those three 
Disciplines combined, so none of us blame him. Especially when he’s so inexperienced with 
topsider politics and power plays. But God, we’re fucked. 


He told them everything. And I mean everything. 
We ’re fucked. The Nosferatu are fucked. The local Warren, especially, is fucked. 


¢ Gerard told them that previous, more minor-scale breaches of SchreckNET had 
occurred and had been occurring for years until the MasqWare update was deployed. 
This was apparently news to the Camarilla, who, I guess, thought that Wendy developed 
MasqWare and earned the ire of Kindred worldwide for fun. 

¢ Know why it was news to the Camarilla? Because I helped cover it up to Prince 
Michaela, and later covered it up when I was Prince. 

¢ Oh, and the entire Warren — often several — found out every time a breach happened, 
and not a single one said anything to the Camarilla. 

¢ Gerard told them that both he and Wendy had been petitioning for assistance for years. 
Shutting down SchreckNET, both Gerard and I emphasised, had not been an option 
given how much Camarilla intelligence worldwide relied on it. What did Michaela, 
Panhard and I do, in our turns, when we were petitioned? We brushed you both off: 

¢ Oh, and they know you’re a bastard, Wendy. You’d think that doesn t matter, the 
Camarilla knows we handle Embraces in-house most of the time, but they’re looking to 
slap Gerard with everything they can get against him, so when they discovered that I'd 
appointed Kaiser to be your sire and that Gerard defied me to Embrace you himself... 
well, it was just another strike. 


How did I find this all out? When I was abruptly banned from seeing Gerard any more and 
Pieterzoon dragged me to Elysium to chew me out in front of the entire court about how the 
administrator himself saw this coming for over a decade. 


And what had I done? What I always do: nothing. Gerard did everything but grab me by the 
shoulders and shake, and I did fuck all. I stepped down from Princedom instead of helping, 
left New York instead of staying to patch up holes and advocate. Left Gerard holding the bag. 
All these years he’s been screaming at me for help, and I just didnt want to hear, did I? 


You were wrong to defend me, Wendy, but I dont think I’d have listened even if you'd joined 
in. My inability to listen is why we’re in this mess, why Emmett left, why this situation has 
fallen to shit. 


And now we’re all fucked. 


I’m not in custody, but Pieterzoon “requested” I remain in the city. I havent dared go down 
to the Warren because I’m being tailed every moment I’m awake. Looks like Adelaide Davis 
is the one following me around. My only consolation is that they couldnt locate a local 
Nosferatu to do it. 


Gerard fought for you every opportunity he got, Wendy. He told them every time he had the 
opportunity that you were doing damage control down in Baltimore, that Director DeLaire 
would help you do what needed to be done, but nobody is taking it seriously since they found 
out how young you are. Pieterzoon seems to be the only one open to the idea that you and 
Kaiser can make a difference, but maybe he was just playing Good Cop. 


I dont think Gerard ’s going to get out of this one alive. The Camarilla wants to get a hold of 
Wendy to force her to trace the extent of the Breach and keep Gerard on standby in case they 
need him alive, and then destroy you both when the work is done. Unfortunately, Wendy being 
in Baltimore's put a wrench in that. Gerard s refusing to cooperate unless Wendy’ safety and 
the safety of the Warren is guaranteed. They tried to Dominate him into tracing the Breach, 
since he wasnt going to do it willingly — he’d be a fool to, he knows what will happen once 
it’s done and they no longer need him. They even had the servers brought up from the Warren 
just before it locked down, but the second Panhard 8 control lapsed Gerard started destroying 
one of the them and had to be staked again. 


The fact he’s putting the clan and his own childe over the Masquerade has made his 
prospects so much darker. 


I know thats not what he’s doing and I’ve told them this. You’re both in Baltimore trying to 
clean up this mess as best as you can, and that’s far more useful and proactive than tracing 
every last detail of the Breach. Gerard is distracting them from you both, buying you both 
time by being as difficult as he can, and is likely hoping desperately that you’re able to get 
him out of this mess before his time runs out. But the Camarilla dont have the faith he does 
in both of you. It’s just a matter of seeing who blinks first. 


The thing is, they’re doing everything they can to make him blink. 


A Justicar is coming to New York. I dont know which one, yet. I am hoping that it’s not Cock 
Robin, because he’s helping Prince Strauss deal with the Anarchs out west after that shitshow 
with LaCroix, but theres only one thing Cock Robin hates more than Anarchs, and it’s us. I 
suspect he’d be perfectly fine with the removal of the Nosferatu from the Ivory Tower as long 
as he got to stay in it. He despises Wendy and Gerard for 1999, and he despises me for 
pardoning them both and everyone else involved when I became Prince. He flinched first last 
time, but if he initiates another purge he might be able to follow through on it. 


I cant think of a worse Justicar for them to send out here. 


I dont want the Nosferatu to be ejected from the Ivory Tower. Our membership in the 
Camarilla is more important than the lives of one Warren, but you cant ask me to accept that 
price, and I know none of our clanmates would either. The other clans underestimate how 
tight knit our communities are, even across cities. 


Theres already Nosferatu representatives arriving from our closest cities. They were 
concerned enough about SchreckNET going down, but it was when our Warrens here stopped 
responding to all contact that they realised something was seriously, seriously wrong. They’re 
gathering in Elysium. Many know where the local Warren is, but none have dared look for it, 
preferring to stay where they can be seen and they can see everyone else. They arent asking 
anything of Panhard. 


Each night the trickle grows a little thicker. Panhard knows that they’re waiting for 
something. Bell tells our visitors that everything ’s fine, that its just one Nosferatu in trouble, 
and maybe he believes it. I even tell them the same, as the Camarilla is watching, but they 
just smile and nod. 


They’re not listening to our words, they’re looking to the streets. Our local clanmates have 
disappeared. Every New York Kindred has noticed by now that Kaiser is gone. I never leave 
Elysium any more, and the visiting Nosferatu havent dared seek out our kin, like rabbits 
freezing because they realise the world has gone too quiet. The New York Warrens have gone 
radio silent, even to me, and it’s that, more than anything that Theo Bell can say, that our kin 
are listening to. I know the procedures each Warren has set in place for if something terrible 
happens, and I know they’re waiting with bated breath to see if their own Warrens need to 
deploy them. Our visitors are sending encrypted messages back to their home Warrens every 
time Panhard or Bell so much as twitch. 


If the worst happens... we will disappear. All the Nosferatu here will scatter to the winds 
before the topsiders can blink, and Warrens all over the world will go dark. 


Call Radcliffe, Wendy. He will pick up if you harass him enough, and I dont dare reach out to 
him. Tell him to get ready. If the Camarilla enacts any hostilities against any Nosferatu then 
we will do worse than disappear. If anything, the presence of our visitors, which grow in 
number by the night, reminds the Camarilla of what they will lose and the enemy will gain if 
they sever us from the Ivory Tower. 


I havent heard anything from Teeth or Augustin. I’m expecting to, this won t escape them for 
long, and we need them now more than ever. 


The topsiders are dragging Qadir into this mess. They dont like that he “cant find” Wendy, 
and are suspicious of him. They’re worried that his relationship with me is compromising 
him. They want him to execute Gerard and Wendy not because he’s the local Sheriff, but also, 
I suspect, to test his loyalty. 


Tell him to stay down there. He needs to buy you two more time. Tell him I am begging him to 
do this, that if he has ever been my friend, that if he has ever had faith in me at all, he needs 
to do this. The Nosferatu here all need you to do this. Seeing the childer of Gerard and 
Calebros kick some ass might be all that keeps us in the Camarilla, might be all that saves 
our lives. 


I'd rather deal with 1999 all over again than this. It's getting bad and it’s only just starting. 
The other Warrens are already suffering. One Nosferatu just arrived from Tucson looking for 
her childe. The Prince there ordered a purge as soon as he heard about the Breach. They still 
dont know how many survived. 


Give me some good news, you two. Tell me you’ve made some headway on this. 


Cal 


Wendy wrote back after passing the message on to Kaiser. She didn’t know if her news would 
provide any comfort to Calebros at all, given the reluctance of the local Nosferatu and their 
determination to throw Gerard under the bus, but it was something. But she told him about 
everything that had gone on; their suspicions it was an orchestrated Breach, the destruction of 
the Baltimore Elysium and how Prince Isaac kept the flow of Kindred through the new one 
restricted to a trickle, Pieterzoon’s determination to exploit the situation for all it was worth. 


She called Radcliffe afterwards. To her relief, her uncle in the Sabbat Warren hadn’t 
disconnected his phone, but it rang for an eternity before he finally answered, and even then 
he did not speak until Wendy identified herself. She passed on the information Cal had given 
her, and asked after her grandsire, Teeth, and Cal’s sire. Radcliffe had no news on that front. 


“I’m sure they’re waiting in the shadows,” said Radcliffe. “It’s their style. They prefer not to 
act until they have as much information as possible.” 


Which was something Cal used to say about himself, a lot. Wendy did not find it reassuring. 


Radcliffe left her with a warning to be prepared for the worst. 


-O- 


Time passed. DeLaire was furious about being made to work with Wendy, or so she heard 
from Kaiser, but ultimately did as she was told. Wendy and Kaiser grew their army of 
ghouled rats, and Wendy set towards tracking down the number of a certain architect she 
needed the help of. Prince Isaac — or maybe his body double — came to the war room on 
occasion, as did Pieterzoon and Qadir. So did DeLaire’s people, though DeLaire never 
showed up herself. Usually she sent Miles instead. 


“Come to spy on us, eh?” Wendy teased. 
“Your Malk keeps ripping our bugs out of the vents,” said Miles, without smiling. 


Wendy thought he was kidding until Scott Levin turned up with another one halfway through 
the evening. 


Finally, she got a hold of the number she’d spent forever looking for. 


Without SchreckNET up, she’d been forced to trade favours by courier. With the New York 
Warren not answering any messages and all the Kindred on MySpace logging off en masse, 
she’d been forced to chase up leads in others. It had taken chewing out an annoyed Francesca 
DeLaire to finally get the damn thing. 


Like a human child she felt somewhat anxious at the prospect of talking to someone who, for 
all intents and purposes, was a stranger to her, but he wasn’t one to her. She’d learned his 
name before she’d even been Embraced. He’d lent his ghouls to the Nosferatu in exchange 
for information on Charlotte Hansard, his sire, information he’d used to destroy her. It had 
been his ghouls who’d injured her as a mortal, allowing the Nosferatu to catch up to her when 
she was on the run, his ghouls who’d taken her good ear from her and broken her ankle. To 
this night, she still had a limp in that leg. 


And he had no idea. 
The phone rang out. 


Then: “Yoo-hoo! It’s Thomas.” Wendy opened her mouth, but then it went on. “Leave a 
message. Maybe I’Il call you. Maybe I won’t. Toodles!” 


It beeped. 


She sighed. “Thomas Arturo, this is Wendy Taylor. Yes. That Wendy.” There was no way 
NYC’s most in-the-know Harpy didn’t know who she was by now. “I need a favour. Call me 
at this number as soon as you can.” 


She didn’t have to wait long. 


’ 


“T believe,” came Thomas Arturo’s camp drawl, in lieu of a greeting, “that these are for 
emergency use only right now.” 


“Well, it’s an emergency,” said Wendy. “I just introduced myself to your voicemail, so I 
won’t bother doing it again, Mr Arturo.” It was so odd, talking directly to himinstead of 
reading his email. It felt like talking to an old friend. “I need your expertise. In fact, our 
whole kind do right now.” 


“Can’t say I expected a call from you, of all people,” said Arturo. “You sound quite casual for 
someone who was on the end of a Blood Hunt until not long ago. Aren’t you lucky you have 
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“Shh!” said Wendy. “They’re tapping the phones and listening for keywords.” 


“Oh, joy, the humans can do that now? They’ll be learning to wipe their own asses any night 
now.” 


“I’m just as happy about it as you are,” said Wendy. 


“Well, well, well,” Arturo sighed, “I never expect this line to be secure anyway. Kaiser exists, 
after all, what’s a governmental agency compared to that? I have a separate phone for when I 
want to have filthy phone sex without grossing Kaiser out.” 


“What, the one you use when you want a booty call from Panhard?” 
Damn it. She just couldn’t fucking help herself, could she? 


“T take it that your sire never taught you the value of keeping information close to your 
chest.” Arturo sighed. “Unusual for a Nosferatu.” 


“Look, I don’t give a shit that you’re fucking her — and can you stop using our clan names? 
We’ ll have the government all over this.” Ugh. This had not gone the way she’d planned. 
“Jesus, this conversation is off to a horrible start.” 


“Should I call you back and we’ll start again?” 
“No point. The numbers are compromised.” 
“Damn.” 


“Tell you what,” said Wendy, “Ill grab another burner and call your filthy phone sex 
number.” 


“T feel like this is moving too fast...” 

“Very funny, Arturo.” 

“You realise that if I give you the number here, they have it, right?” 
“Oh, that’s fine, I don’t need you to give it to me.” 

Thomas sighed. “You already have the number.” 

“Yup.” 


“T’ll have to put the phone in the microwave when we’re done. Call me back in half an hour; 
I'll be in a secure area by then. Ciao!” 


She grabbed another phone from the war room, shoving her old one into her pocket. She took 
a walk to kill time. After half an hour had elapsed, she called him back from a park bench. 


She told Thomas as soon as he picked up, “You know, ever since I started talking to you, I’ve 
been feeling like I’m trying to have a conversation with a chipmunk on a sugar high with 
severe ADD.” 


“Funny,” mused Arturo, “I was just thinking the exact same thing. Now, what can I do to 
you? Er, I mean for you. Right, I’m using this phone for professional purposes right now.” 


The background noise had changed; before, she’d heard people in the background, but this 
time she could hear nothing but the distant rustle of wind, the sound of water, and what might 
have been a hooting owl. Where the hell was he? Not in Manhattan any more, that was for 
sure. “I can’t tell if you’re coming on to me or honestly that absent-minded.” 


“Why not both?” 
“Aren’t you gay?” 
“Bisexual, my dear. Although I am queer as fuck.” 


“T noticed.” Wendy tried very hard to keep a straight face. “To business. If I told you I needed 
to get into a place, would you be able to guess which place it is? I’m sure you know which 
city I’m in.” 


“You want to break into a place in Baltimore. I don’t suppose it’s the place that breaking into 
would almost certainly result in your destruction?” 


“Yeah, that one.” NSA HQ. “I need the plans.” 


“Construction drawings.” Wendy could tell from the sigh that she’d already failed some kind 
of Toreador Test. “You mean you want the construction drawings. The plans are designs. The 
construction drawings are what the engineers use, and are actually much more useful.” 


“Just checking you’re a real Tor — fuck, I almost blew it.” 


“Good job, Wendy. We’ve lasted thirty seconds so far! Maybe we can go for another thirty? 
Anyway, sit tight, I’m about to really earn my clan credentials: there’s more than one type of 
construction drawing.” 


“'.. Oh no.” 


“Oh, J know that tone. You made the mistake of talking to a — ah, fuck, I almost said it — of 
talking to one of my people about our special interest and reacted with shock and surprise that 
we’re ready to school you about it. Well, no need to brace yourself, I won’t give you too 
much of a lecture. The most accurate drawings that I would theoretically be able to provide 
you are the as-built drawings... which, knowing our government, were either destroyed, kept 
on the premises in a safe within a safe within a safe, or got left in a bar somewhere.” 


“Yeah, that sounds about right.” 


“Either way, almost certainly inaccessible. The bad news is that this means the only drawings 
left may be slightly inaccurate, as only the as-built drawings depict the buildings as, well... 
as built. Sometimes they make modifications as they build, which won’t be on the 
construction drawings.” 


“T’ll take whatever you can give me.” 
“Which is very little, given that I don’t have these simply lying around.” 


“Oh come on, Thomas,” said Wendy. When a human walked by, she lowered her voice and 
adjusted the scarf around her nose and mouth. “You’ve got some associates who are more 
tolerant to sunburn than we are, don’t you?” 


“Ask my sunburn-tolerant associates? What a way to put it. These drawings are quite 
important, Wendy!” 


“Oh come on, as if it’d pose a problem to you.” 
“No, but it’d take quite a bit of effort for me to track them down nonetheless.” 


“You do know that there’s a massive Breach I’m trying to investigate, right? One that 
threatens us all, et cetera et cetera?” Wendy shuffled her position. The human was gone, and 
she was alone in the park. Or so it appeared. “I do recall you being quite active on MySpace. 
How’s the internet withdrawal going?” 


“My, you have done your research, haven’t you?” said Arturo. “And I barely know anything 
about you!” 


“Just the way I like it.” 
“One of Kaiser’s lackeys, are you?” 


“Oh, no, he’s one of mine.” What was the point of unlife if she couldn’t wave her dick around 
every now and again? 


“You’re ten years dead and I’m supposed to believe Kaiser answers to you?” 


“You’re not supposed to believe anything. You asked a question, I answered. It’s up to you if 
that satisfies you.” 


A snort from Arturo. “Back to the point. ’m saying, my dear, don’t expect something for 
nothing. Especially something that’s as valuable as this.” 


“Goes without saying.” Well, good thing she had all kinds of information from snooping 
through everybody’s emails. ““What’s your price? More dirt on Charlotte Hansard? Oh. Wait. 
She’s dead.” 


Silence on the other end, punctuated by the squawk of a bat on Arturo’s end and a chorus of 
crickets. “I feel like I’ve just been told a joke I’m missing the punchline to.” 


“Ehh, maybe one night I'll tell you.” Wendy scraped at the wood of the bench with a coin. 
“Anyway, you got a price in mind, or is this something I’m going to have to owe you for?” 


“No good owing me if you’re dead before you can deliver,” said Arturo. “You did consider 
that, right?” 


Oh. Shit. She hadn’t. “Just tell me what you want.” 
“Mmm.” Arturo hummed. “What do I want, what do I want...” 


Some feedback echoed down the line, as if something brushed against the mouthpiece. 


God, Toreador were so insufferable. Except Qadir. Arturo was like Qadir in one respect, 
though, in that his ultimate hyperfixation had nothing to do with art or design. Qadir loved 
baseball, and Arturo was absolutely fascinated by power dynamics. From his emails back and 
forth with Panhard, Wendy wasn’t fully convinced they werent fucking, but it was clear that 
while Panhard was head over heels for the bloke, it wasn’t mutual. Arturo was fascinated 
with her power and the way it transformed her relationships with other Kindred, but not 
Panhard herself. 


And if Wendy had to be honest, it was that fascination that made Arturo a brilliant Harpy. He 
knew, with unerring accuracy, who was up and coming in Camarilla society, who was worth 
making contact with, and who should be discarded. 


If Arturo expressed interest in remaining in touch, she’d consider it a promising sign. He was 
an uncanny barometer. 


“Qadir,” said Arturo, finally. “I want information on Qadir.” 


That was it? Still, the price might be higher than she realised. These were architectural 
drawings of a government building they were negotiating for. “Anything specific?” 


“What he’s doing in Baltimore,” said Arturo. “Specifically, his involvement in all of this. I 
find it very difficult to believe he had any trouble locating you, no matter which ‘family’ 
you’re in, and couldn’t bring you back in a flash. He’s good at what he does. He’s been gone 
and out of contact for far, far too long.” 


Ah. Yes. 


Well, she could lie to Arturo, but if the truth came out then her credibility was shot. Kaiser 
drilled that into her head early on — if you sell information, it better be true. You did not lie 
to clients. You did not trade information that you knew was bad or out of date, not without 
making sure the client knew that it might not be reliable. In the business of information, 
reputation was sacrosanct. 


On the other hand, throwing Qadir under the bus wasn’t appealing, either. He was a friend. 


Still, this was bigger than Qadir. If anything, given the high value of what she was asking for, 
this was a damn steal. 


Arturo sighed. “Stop pretending that this information is worth more than it is and just spill 
the beans, Wendy.” 


“I’m just surprised, that’s all,” said Wendy. It wasn’t much, considering what she was asking 
for, but Kaiser had taught her to never make her information look cheap. To make it look 
worth more than it was, to hmm and ahh and act as if the other party was the one doing the 
lowballing, to posture and fluff herself up until they threw something else in. Still, this? 
There was no way she could fake this information being worth more than it was. “If anything, 
I’m suspicious. I’m asking for something nigh impossible to get, and all you want is... to 
know what Qadir’s been up to. You could ask another of my clan for that. Instead you’re 
giving me these drawings for practically nothing.” 


“Oh, young one,” Arturo sighed. “Piece of advice, Wendy dear: never let it on when someone 
offers you something cheap at twice the price. If I was a scummier person, this would be the 
part where I grabbed you by the balls and twisted.” 


“If you were a scummier person, Arturo, you’d have done that already. If I made a big song 
and dance about how difficult this information would be to get a hold of, or how valuable it 
was, I’d just be insulting both of us. You’d know it was complete bullshit, and that’d make me 
look bad that I’d think you could be fooled. Nah. I’m not going to waste your time like that. 
So what’s the catch? What’s the deal that that’s what you want in exchange? Do you have 
those drawings lying around after all, or do you actually intend on giving us something fake? 
If it’s too good to be true, it probably is.” 


“They’ ll be real,” said Arturo. “You have my word on that. No, Wendy, this transaction goes 
deeper than you realise. I owe Panhard a favour, and her own enforcer may have been a very 
naughty boy. I’m quite confident that out of every member of your clan, you’d know the how 
and why better than anyone else. New York’s a big city, and there’s always someone trying to 
claw their way up to the top. Knowing the behaviours and motivations of its top players is 
always valuable, especially if a man who’s usually a consummate professional acts... oddly. 
Although, if you’d like me to stop taking pity on you and ask for more...” 


“Uh. No. That’s fine.” 

“T thought so,” said Arturo, cheerfully. “Do we have a deal?” 
“We’ve got a deal.” 

“Then spill.” 


So Wendy did. “Cal asked Qadir to bring me down here as a favour, then keep the New York 
court off my back for as long as he could.” 


“Qadir was the one who took you down to Baltimore?” said Arturo. “How very out of 
character. Now, why would he do something like that? Does ‘Cal’ have dirt on him?” 


“No, no,” said Wendy. She flicked the coin into the dirt and started rubbing it into the ground 
with a shoe. “Qadir had a lot of respect for Cal and was quite disappointed when he stepped 
down. It was out of that respect, and because of the bigger picture, that Qadir agreed.” 


“So Cal just asked him to jump, and Qadir obeyed him over his own — let’s say 
‘employer?’” 


“He trusts Cal, and Cal trusts my expertise.” The coin got stuck. Wendy bent over and fished 
it out of the dirt. “So when Cal asked for his help, Qadir made a judgement call and brought 
me down here to buy me time.” 


“Ts Qadir loyal or not, Wendy?” 


“He’s loyal to his boss,” said Wendy, “but like anyone else of our kind, he’s even more loyal 
to our survival as a whole. And please, don’t act like that’s a bad thing, that’s what we need 


these nights more than ever. He knew bringing me back and preventing me from doing my 
job here would only hurt all of us in the long run.” 


“So he made a judgement call,” said Arturo, with a hum. “His ‘employer’ gave him orders, 
Cal told him it would be better for everyone if he disobeyed, and so he disobeyed in the name 
of the bigger picture. Interesting. You’re a ten-year-old childe, and Qadir trusts your 
capability. Very interesting.” 


“Panhard’s too zoomed in,” said Wendy. “She sees this as an issue of discipline and 
competence. The Breach happened, she has to punish someone. There’s more to it than that. 
This wasn’t an accident, Arturo. We’re pretty sure at this point that hunters were involved 
and that it was deliberate.” 


“What?” Arturo snapped to attention. “What makes you say that?” 


“The Baltimore El — the Baltimore court was burned down during our first sleep here. 
Haven’t you heard yet?” Hadn’t Cal mentioned it? No, no, he wouldn’t, he’d want to keep 
that information close to his chest to deploy when they needed it most... 


“Lines of communication broke down very quickly,” said Arturo. “We haven’t heard from 
Baltimore at all, we’ve been more focused on the administrator than you. You said the — let 
me get this straight. The Baltimore court was destroyed the night after the Breach, so you 
think hunters might have orchestrated the Breach itself?” 


“That’s fast,” said Wendy. “That’s — “ 


“No, I agree, that’s much too fast.” Gone was Arturo’s mocking lilt, and his higher pitched 
tone. His voice was lower, now, and stone-cold sober. “That was, what, twenty four hours 
after the Breach happened? Twenty four hours, and the Baltimore court burns down. And we 
didn’t hear a damn thing because we shut down all lines of communication right away. 
You’re sure that wasn’t a coincidence.” 


It wasn’t a question, but Wendy answered anyway. “No way in hell it was.” 


“Our El — our court had some break-ins the last few days,” said Arturo. Some bats 
squabbled in the background. Where was he, Central Park? Wasn’t that werewolf territory? 
“They didn’t get far because it’s full of our kind at night and full of people during the day, 
and we didn’t think much of it, but... that’s not good. That’s not good at all. I'll see about 
petitioning Panhard to move house. So Cal and Qadir knew there was a possibility that the 
Breach might not have been due to negligence, and that’s why Qadir covered for you? Why 
not say so?” 


“Qadir didn’t know, he only suspected,” said Wendy. “Qadir knows us. Because of that, he 
quite easily extrapolated that there was more to this than there appeared to be, but he had no 
evidence of that to back it up at the time. Baltimore was still standing, all he knew was that it 
couldn’t have been an accident. He figured that out even before / did. So he defied Panhard.” 


“He did ask Panhard if she was sure about apprehending you,” mused Arturo. “He suggested 
she let you go and have you tailed to see what you’d do. He’s not one to be defiant, so the 


hesitation was noticed, but not heeded. So the hunters...”” He inhaled. “The hunters will have 
had to be planning this for some time, and the Breach was probably gathering information, 
such as locations of city courts. That means they must have breached you before, and gone 
undetected.” 


“Don’t put this on Gerard, Arturo,” said Wendy. “We were the last line of defence. 
Everyone’s focused on Gerard but what they don’t get is that there’s plenty of others involved 
who should have seen this coming, but didn’t. People who got off the hook completely and 
are happy to look the other way while Gerard takes the fall.” 


“So there were other lines of defence that failed?” Arturo’s voice was still low, still serious. 
“Such as?” 


“My ‘family’ has a branch out here, you realise that, right?” said Wendy. “They specialise in 
watching the organisation that’s breached our defenses, but they didn’t detect a thing.” 


“So your ‘family’ in Baltimore watched this organisation and failed to notice the Breach, or 
any other activity.” He was speaking a bit oddly, Wendy thought, had been the whole time, 
but she wasn’t quite able to put her finger on how. “What are you implying?” 


“That there’s been a serious case of neglect, here,” said Wendy. “So much so that when the 
Breach happened and Gerard took the fall, the people responsible shut their mouths and 
didn’t say anything because they knew it was their own damn fault. I’m not implying they 
caused it, because they’re not suicidal. But something here went seriously wrong that the 
Director here and my cousins didn’t, or weren’t able, to warn us.” 


Silence on the other end. 


“Write me a full report on this,” said Arturo. “Everything you know about the lines of 
defences, your speculation on what might have happened, evidence pointing to hunter 
involvement, evidence of the negligence of your Baltimore... cousins. And the work you’re 
doing to fix it — that is particularly important, I want to know what you’re doing that Qadir 
and Rafin risk so much for you. Do that, and I'll owe you a favour on top of the construction 
drawings.” 


Shit! A boon from a Harpy, especially Thomas Arturo, was nothing to be sniffed at. “You’ll 
get it to Panhard?” 


“Even better,” said Arturo, “Pll put it in front of someone who can do more than Panhard 
can, but she’ll see it as soon as it lands in my hands all the same. And maybe next time she’ll 
think twice before brushing Qadir off if he takes the risk of speaking up against her in front 
of an audience. I had a feeling that he was stalling and that we had to pay close attention to 
that. This? Ugh, this was a clusterfuck from the beginning. Alienating you and Rafin was a 
mistake. We clearly have a poor understanding of the situation here, which we could have 
had nights ago, if only we’d listened and talked like Rafin wanted us to. And that Justicar... ” 
The Toreador let out a frustrated hiss. “No matter. We’ll get on top of it now. Get that report 
to me and Ill pull all the strings I have here to assist.” 


“Does that mean she might let Gerard go?” 


“You want us to let Rafin go?” said Arturo. 
“Yes!” said Wendy. “We need everyone we can — “ 


There was a sound in the background. Faint, very faint, distorted by the audio quality, but 
there. A voice. 


“What’s that?” said Wendy. 
“A ghoul,” said Arturo. “I’m at home right now.” 


“No you’re not, you’re outside.” It hit her why Arturo was speaking so strangely — it was a 
trick Wendy had used herself. He was speaking in such a way so that if someone else was in 
the room with him, listening only to his half of the conversation, they’d still be able to follow 
along. “Who’s there? Who are you with?” 


“Just a — “ 


“Bullshit, Arturo! There’s someone listening in and you’re helping them do it. Tell me who 
you’re with.” 


“You're not in a position to make demands, young one,” Arturo snapped. “You need those 
drawings, and you also need this information to make it to court here and put in front of that 
Justicar. So if I were you, I’d play nice.” 


Wendy let out a low hiss. 


“Releasing Rafin is not an option.” When Arturo continued, it was without a trace of hostility 
or aggression. “This may be Panhard’s domain, but the Justicar can still order her around on 
behalf of the sect. It comes with political cost, to defy her authority in her own domain, but 
the cost would be higher still for her to assert her domain. Rafin is who the sect wants right 
now, so he needs to stay here.” 


“But we need — “ 


“We need you on the front lines,” said Arturo. “Qadir, Calebros, and Rafin believe you’re 
capable. I’d be a fool to ignore that, and I’m sure your report will only explain things 
further.” 


“We need every bit of help we can get,” said Wendy. “Do I really need to tell you what’s at 
stake? You can’t just keep him there so you can play politics!” 


“Wendy,” said Arturo. “Will you listen, childe?” 
Wendy went quiet. 


She’d heard him before, countless times, in sound files in Kaiser’s limo over the years as the 
two of them listened to bugs. Arturo had always had a shrill voice, a playful tone, or been 
filled with derision and mockery. Sometimes, when he was serious enough, he’d drop the 


camp behaviour and he’d speak in a normal tone of voice, like he had after Wendy told him 
about the hunters. 


She’d never heard him speak as urgently or as seriously as he did now. 


“You are not dealing with your people underground,” said Arturo. “You are dealing with us. 
Do not underestimate the role politics can play here. Politics is not a useless song and dance, 
it’s not lies and deceit for the sake of getting ahead and lining your own nest. We have to 
consider who we are dealing with, what they want, and how we can use what they want to get 
what we need. They want Rafin. For as long as we have Rafin, we have power in the 
conversation with our sect; power and influence that you need. We need to hold on to him as 
a bargaining chip and hope to god you can deliver us something they’ll want more than him 
before we have to pay up. Do you understand?” 


“Yeah.” Wendy closed her eyes. She dropped the coin, pinching the bridge of her nose. 
“Yeah, I understand.” 


“Calm yourself, childe,” said Arturo. “Rafin is not disposable. He won’t be cast aside the 
moment we’re done with him. Not if I have anything to say about it, anyway.” 


“That’s not what I heard.” 


“Well, this phone call has changed the situation,” said Arturo. “The trick will be persuading 
the Justicar. It seems he has a... history... with Rafin.” 


“It’s Cock Robin, isn’t it?” Wendy sighed. “It’s him who’s coming down to New York.” 
“Coming down?” said Arturo. “He’s already here.” 
“Shit. Seriously?” 


“He’s been here a week, trying to get Rafin to talk,” said Arturo. “But, ah, if we didn’t hear 
about Baltimore then why would you have heard this? The lines of communication are 
down... we’re not even supposed to be having this phone call.” 


“Fuck,” said Wendy. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
“Ah. I take it the history with Cock Robin is worse than I thought?” 


“He hates all of us,” said Wendy. “He’s not going to bat for us against the sect, Arturo. He’s 
going to make things worse.” 


“It sounds as if you think he has a vested interest in hindering your people,” said Arturo. 
“The situation is bigger than him. Do you really think he’d let his own grudges get in the way 
of getting the job done?” 


“He’s done it before,” said Wendy. “He took advantage of the Battle of New York to settle 
some scores, and not on a small level either. It is absolutely his style to throw us all under the 
bus and declare to the sect that it should get rid of us.” 


“Be a foolish thing to do,” said Arturo. “You’re talking as if you’re going to be thrown out 
the sect.” 


“Arent we?” 


“Have you forgotten what your people are famous for?” said Arturo. “You go down, I’m sure 
you’ll all drop some bombs on us and take us down with you. Your people are the backbone 
of our sect, whether my people like it or not, and Cock Robin would have to be the biggest 
fucking idiot to forget that.” 


“Arturo,” said Wendy, “he almost got our War — our base wiped out. On purpose. Without us 
you’d have never won New York, and he was willing to sacrifice that.” 


“Yes, I heard about Rafin’s claims,” said Arturo. “Unfortunately, Cock Robin’s word carries 
more weight than his.” 


“Does mine carry none right now?” said Wendy. “Don’t underestimate our kind’s ability to 
put settling a score ahead of the greater good. I’m not talking about our family, but our whole 
kind.” 


“Well, when you put it like that...” Arturo mused. “I’d be an even bigger idiot not to 
entertain the possibility that some individuals may take advantage of the chaos for their own 
gain. Very well, I'll keep an eye on Cock Robin, then, and watch how he behaves with your 
people. He does have a substantial amount of power...” Arturo trailed off for a moment. “In 
any case, there’s one thing I want to bring us back to. The Breach. If it really was hunters 
coordinating it and searching for evidence — you got defensive last time I brought it up, but 
it would mean that they’ve been online before and nobody realised. You understand that, 
right?” 


“Yeah,” said Wendy. “I understand.” 


“So how did they find it, then?” said Arturo. “Installing and gaining access to our internet is 
no joke even for our own kind. MasqWare basically wants us to stop using computers. 
Finding it by accident is impossible. I’m sure you know that better than anyone.” 


Something cold slithered under her skin. “You think someone betrayed us.” 


Who? A ghoul? Kindred weren’t supposed to show their ghouls SchreckNET, but some did 
anyway. Gerard was constantly banning them and their regnants from the servers. And ghouls 
were too loyal because of the blood bond to ever wilfully betray them. An orphaned ghoul, 
then, perhaps? Someone with a dead master, alone and wanting revenge? Or an independent 
ghoul who was abandoned and sustained themselves through scavenging for vitae wherever 
they could get it, full of resentment and no active blood bond? 


It couldn’t be one of their kind. What the hell would anyone have to gain from it? 


“The only alternative was that it was an accident,” said Arturo. “And while I’m sure you’re 
aware of more security holes than the average user, that strikes me as much, much less 
likely.” 


“Who?” said Wendy. “Who would do that?” 


“That,” said Arturo, “is something you’re in a better position to discover. But if I were you, 
the first place I’d look is where the defences failed.” 


“Baltimore.” A lump rose in her throat. The idea that a Kindred may have betrayed them was 
unthinkable enough, but a Nosferatu...? 


Maybe the Camarilla were on to something, after all. She’d glanced at the ID of the device 
used to Breach SchreckNET as she’d gone through the accessed pages, but she hadn’t 
memorised it, hadn’t looked into it. Gerard had asked her to, but instead she’d written letters 
and cashed in favours and dispatched couriers. She hadn’t seen the point. She hadn’t thought 
the computer belonged to any of their people. Yes, MasqWare meant that an accidental 
Breach was unlikely, but the idea of one of their own being responsible was even more of an 
impossibility. 


But all this time the Camarilla had been pushing Gerard to access the server and turn up 
information on the Breach. Had they been right all along? Maybe the device that the hunters 
used would be useless on its own, but if she could track it down and access it... 


If she could access the keylogging files attached to it and identify who it belonged to... 


But she couldn’t do that from here. SchreckNET was down, the only other person who knew 
how to bring it back online was in custody, and she’d have to go back in person. And sure, if 
Arturo was being forthright with her, she might have the support of Panhard when she did, 
but Cock Robin held more sway and he was much less likely to think rationally. 


“And Cock Robin’s already there, you said,” said Wendy. 
"He 1s.” 

“Fuck,” said Wendy. “God damn it.” 

“What’s the problem?” 


“Need some info off the servers.” Wendy pinched the bridge of her nose again. Calebros had 
said the servers had been brought up to Elysium. Sneaking in wouldn’t be possible, even with 
Obfuscate. “I can’t get it from here, but this information could help me determine if we have 
a traitor or not.” 


“Ts there any other source you can get that information from?” said Arturo. 


“The Director is doing something right now that might turn it up,” said Wendy. If she found 
out which of her agents were compromised, that would narrow it down quickly. “But that’s 
going to take time. It’d be faster for me to get up there and find it myself. Damn it, damn it, 
damn it!” 


“You won’t be able to sneak past Cock Robin,” said Arturo. “The servers are up here at court 
and have guards posted at all hours. I don’t think even Panhard would be able to get you in 
without him or his Archons noticing, this is above her paygrade.” 


“T’m not going to be able to get there in time.” Wendy felt a headache growing. “I’ll talk to 
the Director.” Hopefully she’d play nice. “Maybe she’ll have some ideas. She’s not fond of 
Cock Robin either. None of my people are.” 


“Speaking of which, we need to go,” said Arturo. “This call took far longer than I expected. 
Panhard needs to be back at court — “ ah, so it had been her who had been listening in the 
background! “‘ — and I want to be there too. I’ll get you those drawings. Get me that report.” 


“T’ll make sure you get it,” said Wendy. “I'll call the Director ASAP. I’Il be in touch.” 
“And so will I,” said Arturo. “I think you’ll be worth watching.” 

“Ah, shit.” 

“Beg pardon?” 

“Nothing.” 


She’d wanted Arturo to decide she was worth keeping tabs on, because that would mean she 
was on to something. Now she felt nothing but dread. 


She didn’t want to be right any more. 


She didn’t want this Breach to have been orchestrated, for the NSA to have been aware of 
them for longer than they realised. She didn’t want for there to be a traitor. Especially not in 
her own clan. 


If only she’d been wrong the whole time. If only it had all been some sort of terrible accident, 
some gap in MasqWare’s security that they hadn’t prepared for. 


After she hung up, she dug around in her messenger bag to find a place for the new burner. 
A light in her bag went out. 


She picked up the compromised phone. Had someone just called her? She turned on the 
screen and — 


Oh. 

Eighteen missed calls. 
All from DeLaire. 
What the...? 


DeLaire had only spoken to her once since Pieterzoon and Goldwin had told her Wendy was 
on board whether she liked it or not, and that was so Wendy could finally get Arturo’s 
number. Was she mad about something? No, this was something else, something — 


The dread in her stomach grew all the stronger. 


She dialed the number on the new burner. 


“What?” said DeLaire’s voice, on the other end. “If this isn’t an emergency, I swear to god, I 
will — “ 


“Director, it’s me,” said Wendy. “New phone. I just saw you’d been calling, what — “ 


“God damn it,” grouched the Director. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been trying to 
get a hold of you?! Jan wants me to play nice with you and you ignore the phone the whole 
goddamn time!” 


But there was no bite in her voice. No anger. 
Just resignation. 
Wendy felt cold. She felt so, so cold. “What is it? What happened?” 


“The report Jan wanted me to write for you,” said the Director. “The one where I collated the 
results of my investigation into my agents. Did he ever tell you about that?” 


“T thought it would take at least a few more weeks for you to get everything sorted?” 


“We can’t afford for it to take a few more weeks,” said the Director. “We’ve already gone 
through thirty seven agents out of two hundred and eight.” Her voice shook. “I think it’s safe 
to call it at this stage.” 


“Thirty seven?” said Wendy. Her heart gave an undead lurch and started beating again from 
pure fear. She knew where this was going. She knew what DeLaire was going to say. “That’s 
— that’s too early, just keep — “ 


“When the trend started turning that way we started picking agents at random to investigate, 
instead of doing it in order,” said the Director. “We didn’t want to waste any time just in case 
it was one cell, or another cell, or just one particular chain of command or — “ 


“It’s too early. Thirty seven out of two hundred and eight? That’s tiny — “ 


“But the pattern persisted, even through random sampling,” said the Director. “No, no, no. 
We can’t waste any more time dotting Is and crossing Ts.” 


Wendy felt her legs grow weak. She leaned against the back of the bench. “Fuck.” 
“It’s all of them,” said Director. 
“Fuck.” 


“Every single agent and asset I’ve looked at,” said Director. “High up the chain, low down, in 
completely random places, even sleeper agents we’ve never used. We’ve looked into thirty 
seven agents so far and thirty seven agents, in a row, have gone missing, have died, been 
relocated, or gotten rid of in some way by the enemy. A// at once.” 


Wendy had trouble holding the phone to her ear because of her shaking hands. 


“And I’m pretty sure,” said DeLaire, “that we’ll find it’s the same for the other hundred and 
seventy one. Once is unusual. Twice is a coincidence. Half a dozen is a pattern. But thirty 
seven ina row?” 


“Fuck,” Wendy breathed. “You know what... what this...” 


“Yeah,” said DeLaire, and her voice sounded as if it was shaking, too. “It means that it’s... 
that it’s...” 


“A traitor,” said Wendy. “No, no, that’s easy to uncover. How many people have access to all 
of that information on your agents? That’s easy to narrow down — “ 


“No, it’s not,” said DeLaire. “Because I’m the only one who knows everything, who has 
access to information on all of my cells. My subordinates have different cells under their 
responsibility but I’m the only one with the full picture. Or... I was.” Her voice shrank to a 
whisper. “Because the enemy has it now.” 


Wendy stopped. “What are you saying?” 


“T’m saying,” said DeLaire, “that whoever did this is someone I trusted enough, who knew 
me and my habits well enough, that they got that information through me in some way.” 


Ten years ago, Wendy had gotten onto SchreckNET the same way. And oh, she’d been so 
proud of herself, so smug because the weakest points are always the users... 


“You're saying,” said Wendy, not daring to say the word out loud in case it triggered the NSA 
wiretap. “You’re saying it’s not just one of our people, but one of... our people... who did 
this.” 


“There’s no other explanation,” said DeLaire. “It’s... they’re...” 
There was a traitor. 
The traitor was Nosferatu. 


And Wendy had to go back to New York and find out who had betrayed them. 
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“Maybe they accessed my computer,” DeLaire was saying. She wasn’t keeping her cool any 
more. “Maybe I — god, I don’t know, maybe I just fucking left it logged in one day! I don’t 
know, I don’t know, I don’t fucking know how the hell this could have — god, did they just 
take my laptop in, or something? But my laptop’s never been missing, I’m not that careless! 
Shit, maybe I left it open once or twice when grabbing a blood bag, but I guard that laptop 
like a rabid dog — “ 


There was a roaring in Wendy’s ears. She could barely hear DeLaire. “Francesca,” she said. 
“T need a favour.” 


“What?” Francesca sounded more lost, more confused, than surprised. 


“T need you to write a report on all this,” said Wendy. “Everything we’ve uncovered. The 
Breach, the casino burning down, your agents — I need to get it to someone influential in 
New York. I was going to write it myself, but I’m not going to have the internet access to 
send it. Pll give you the address of a server to send it to and instructions so the person who’s 
watching it can pass it on to the right person, but I need it done five minutes ago and I’m not 
going to be able to do it myself.” 


“T,” said Francesca. Then a pause, then, “What?” 
“Please, Francesca,” said Wendy. “Please. I need this urgently.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” said Francesca, after a beat. “Yeah, I'll — I’ll get on that. Send me the server 
information and I'll... Pll get someone to...” Then she paused, and said, “No. If I let 


someone else do it it might never get done, I don’t know who — ” She sounded lost. “No. Pll 
do this personally. Goldwin needs to know about this but — “ 


“The report’s more important,” said Wendy. “I need to go up to New York to get access to the 
servers themselves, I can’t do it from here. From there, I can track down which device was 
used in the Breach. I might be able to identify the traitor.” 


“If they accessed it from my laptop...” 
“You said you’d have noticed.” 


“T don’t know!” said Francesca. “I thought — I don’t know. Up until now I thought I’d have 
noticed if I had a fucking hunter mole in my — in my household! What else haven’t I 
noticed? Merde! It’s not like I kept the damn thing locked up, it’s not like I ever thought I'd 
need to hide it from my own — ” 


“Tf it’s your laptop then we’ll worry about that when we get to it,” said Wendy. “I'll be able to 
confirm that for you. Surely you’ve got some kind of surveillance? You’ve got a date for the 
Breach. If it was your laptop, then you can easily narrow down who might have gotten a hold 
of it on the day, right?” 


“IT don’t know,” said Francesca. “I don’t know. I?ll — look, Pll handle that report. You get 
back to New York. ?’ll — I'll handle this. Come what may.” 


“Can you get the report completed and sent on before I get there?” 


“T’ll handle it,” said Francesca. “I'll get Kaiser to brief Goldwin. He’s down here, bitch — 
bitching at — at Miles. This sounds — more important. Isn’t it?” 


“It'll be going straight to someone who can influence a Justicar,” said Wendy. J hope. “Your 
word will carry more weight than mine.” 


“That’s not what you said the other — oh, wait. It’s fucking Cock Robin, isn’t it?” 
“You bet.” 


“We are fucked,” said Francesca, then let loose another stream of French curses. ““We are so 
fucked. God. We’re fucked.” 


“Keep your cool, Fran,” said Wendy, softly. “Don’t pull a me.” 
“Right.” A weak laugh. “Ill phone you next time shit hits the fan.” 


“If I don’t answer, send another message on that server to the person on the other end of it,” 
said Wendy. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to reach me at all.” Or ever again, if Cock Robin 
was antagonistic enough, if Panhard and Arturo didn’t follow through, if... if... if... “If I 
can’t deal with Cock Robin, Francesca... you remember ‘99. If I can’t talk him down, I’m 
not coming back.” 


“We need you there,” said Francesca. “The servers — even if it points to my own damn 
laptop, we need answers and only you and Smelly can give them to us. And Smelly’s gone. 
You need to pull this off.” 


She was only a childe. “If I don’t come back then it falls to you, you realise? You and 
Kaiser.” 


“And I did a great fucking job of that, didn’t I?” said Francesca. 


“T’ve been botching this since we started,” said Wendy. “We’ve all been botching this. I just 
had someone from New York almost-apologise for not listening from the beginning! Every 
way this could have been screwed up, it has been screwed up. Just... get that report done, 
confer with Pieterzoon, and find out who the hell did this in case I can’t.” 


Francesca’s voice was only a whisper. “And then I’ll burn the fucker alive.” 


-O- 


War was coming. The golden age of the Masquerade was over. The Second Inquisition was 
rising. They thought they’d been living in the shadows before, but they had no idea how 
much further into the darkness they might one night be driven. 


She grew up hearing stories of nights long ago, stories of Constantinople and the Dream, 
stories of Enoch, stories of cities where Kindred and Kine lived openly and side by side. 
Kindred like Sascha Vykos still remained, old enough to remember those nights of freedom, 
old enough still to dream that they might yet return. 


Maybe in another five hundred years, with her clan dead all around her, Wendy might long 
for the comfort and safety of a long-gone Masquerade. Or maybe she’d be destroyed by then. 
Maybe it’d just be a rare few, like Vykos, who could remember the nights of the Masquerade, 
let alone the nights that came before. 


Wendy sat in the back of the car. There hadn’t been enough time between Francesca’s call 
and daybreak for her to make the trip up to New York, so she’d been forced to wait out a 
sleepless day before setting off at dusk. The only person who shared the car with her was 
Jennifer, Qadir’s ghoul, who was in the driver’s seat. They left the lights of Baltimore behind 
and bore their way across the long midnight highways, with nothing certain ahead but that 
New York and Cock Robin awaited them. The phone was at her ear. 


“So this was definitely one of DeLaire’s people,” Prince Goldwin was saying. Or rather, his 
body double, since Wendy was quite certain at this point that Isaac Goldwin himself — 
“Alexander” — couldn’t use phones. “Which brings us some difficulty. This would mean that 
if you fail, DeLaire has to undertake the task of finding the traitor alone, as she cannot entrust 
this information even to the P — even to Alicia.” 


“There’s Kaiser to help,” said Wendy. “And I had people coming.” Whether they’d ever get 
to Baltimore, by this point, was anyone’s guess. 


“T’ve had the team DeLaire gave you disbanded,” said Goldwin’s double. “They just think 
they’re taking a night off while some processes execute, I understand.” 


Wendy didn’t answer. 
“Tell me what you’re doing,” said Goldwin. 


“Dealing with a Justicar,” said Wendy. “The information we need to track down the exact 
device that was used to conduct the Breach is on the servers, but I need to bring them back 
online first. Unfortunately, they’re in the hands of a Justicar.” 


“Pieterzoon informed me that this Justicar wouldn’t be inclined to work with you.” 
“That’s right.” 

“And nobody else can access the servers.” 

“Not except Gerard, and Cock Robin hates him even more.” 

“He’s a Justicar. He’ll put his grudges aside for the greater good.” 


“T wish I was as sure about that as you seem to be,” said Wendy. “Sure, Cock Sucker might 
let me access the servers, but I won’t live long afterwards.” 


There was a bit of static in the background. 


“Your master just said, ‘saves me a bit of bother’, didn’t he?” said Wendy. “I know he’s there. 
Listening.” 


“T beg your pardon?” said Goldwin. 


“Cut the crap, Harry,” said Wendy. “I know you’re just a gh — a servant. You’re Harry, and 
you’re his double, you handle all the phone calls and the emails and the automatic doors.” 


“How dare you — “ 


“You know I can hear that I’m on speaker, right?” said Wendy. “Every time I talk I can hear 
my voice echo. Shove it. Just shove it. And Alexander — ” she addressed the Lasombra 
directly, “you need to know I’m far more useful to you alive than dead. I was Embraced 
because of my technological skills, because of my ability to infiltrate servers, something that 
will prove invaluable in the nights ahead while DeLaire narrows down the culprit. Sure, me 
being dead makes it a whole lot easier for you to cover up the fact you’re Vitel’s childe and 
that you murdered the real Goldwin to take his place, but what fucking good is that going to 
do for you in an increasingly technologically-based world? The Inquisition was bad enough 
in the 1400s, but this time it’s going to be worse. Far, far worse. The humans have much 
more powerful weapons at their disposal, not just in terms of guns and bombs, but technology 


and surveillance. And as technology develops further, as we start listening to radio online 
instead of through analogue devices, as touchscreens start becoming ubiquitous — 


“T mean, fuck, Alexander. Do you really need me to tell you how much harder the world’s 
gotten for you even in just the last fifteen years? Cheques are starting to die as banks go 
digital and we start going online to transfer money. When the internet is fast enough and big 
enough for large-scale file transfers, television will follow. Letters started going extinct when 
phones showed up, and now with email that’s only getting worse. In another ten years, you'll 
be living in a world where the bulk of business is done exclusively online, and you’ll be in a 
sect that takes it for granted that you can do it all without a problem. And that’s just ten years. 
What’s it going to look like in another twenty? Thirty? You really think you can outrun the 
march of technology with just a ghoul? When key codes are replacing keys, when automatic 
doors are replacing handles, you’re already at the point where increasingly, you cant even 
walk through a fucking door without needing someone else to open it for you!” 


There was a long pause. 

A bloom of static. 

“And I suppose you think J can bail you out?” said Harry. 
“Not you, him,” snapped Wendy. “I’m not talking to you — “ 


“That’s what he said!” Harry’s facade shattered. “Not me. I’ve been speaking on his behalf 
on the phone for years as if I were him, it’s just a fucking habit! You want me to — you want 
him to, what, pull a miracle out of a hat? Bail you out of jail? And hope, just hope, that you’ll 
let him live on in peace without setting the Ca — “ 


Another bit of static. 
“ __ without setting your sect on him, yes, Alex, I know about the wiretaps!” 
There was yet another static burst as the Lasombra snapped at his double. 


“Look, Taylor,” said Harry. “I'll be frank with you, since you crossed the line — my survival 
hinges on his. There’s more lives at stake than just my master’s, the lives of a whole family 
and network of servants. Your kind don’t give a shit about us mere mortals, us parasites who 
only exist because you allow it. No, I will not give you the phone, you cant even talk on it, go 
away! But if there’s one thing you don’t seem to get about my master’s people, it’s that they 
have pride. Pride which trickles down through the blood even to us. If we die in the digital 
revolution, so be it, our deaths will make our master’s clan stronger. If we live, itll be 
because of our own strength. We will not spend the rest of our existence at your mercy, at 
your beck and call, living in fear of you ratting us out like some kind of — “ 


His words were swallowed up by interference. She heard Harry’s voice again, but distant, 
snapping something in the background. 


“Sup,” said Noah. “You’re off speaker now. They’re arguing.” 


“Uh,” said Wendy, her somber mood derailed by the ghoul’s sudden appearance. “Any 
chance you’ll tell me what that’s about?” 


“Not in hell,” said Noah. “They argue a lot. You'll learn about the conclusion they come to, 
not how they got there.” 


“Harry mentioned a family,” said Wendy. “I suppose you servants are all he has, aren’t you?” 
Noah went quiet. 
They both knew she wasn’t talking about Harry any more. 


“He’s alone, isn’t he?” said Wendy. “He tried to get away from Vitel, but now it looks like 
Vitel might be back from the dead and is just down the road. I don’t have access to the files 
anymore, but I remember reading that in my intelligence. He’s not even part of the main — 
family. He’s one of the independents who’s going it alone, isn’t he? He’s an antitri —” but the 
word might trigger the wiretaps, so she cut herself off. 


It was a moment before Noah answered. “If you’re probing for weakness — ” 


“Look,” said Wendy. “I get it. You’re all paranoid. You have to be, to survive in our sect, 
when they’d destroy you all without a second thought if they knew what you really were. 
Like Harry said, your survival hinges on Alexander’s. But you’re close-knit. I mean, let me 
tell you, I’ve never heard of someone of his lineage tolerating backchat from a servant. They 
tolerate it far less than any other, actually. But he argues with you guys. He’s close to you. He 
trusts you. You’re the only family he has. If you weren’t, he wouldn’t allow that.” 


Silence. 
Noah said, “They’re still arguing.” 
She took that as a concession. 


“Look.” Noah sighed. “If you think we can work miracles from here, we can’t. The world 
still thinks Isaac is a baby, that he’s one of the youngest — one of the youngest leaders in 
history. That he only... came to this world in the late ‘70s.” 


“And how old is Alexander?” 


“Oh, he’s — “ and at this point, Noah’s voice moved away from the phone and yelled, “old 
as balls!’ He returned to the phone. “Ah, that got his attention, now he’s mad at me instead. 
You’re welcome, Harry. But look, we — he — he doesn’t actually have that much influence 
in the sect because of how young they think he is.” 


“Story of my life.” Wendy heard her voice feeding back to her again as she spoke; they must 
have put her back on speaker. “As the leader of Baltimore, he’s about to get a hell of a lot of 
scrutiny. He’s going to need help with that.” 


Another sigh from Noah. “Oh, just tell us what the fuck you want.” 


“Simple,” said Wendy. “He tries to keep me alive, I try to keep him alive.” 


“We can’t do fuck all in New York from here, lady! I’ve been trying to tell you that the whole 
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There was another altercation on the other side of the phone. More static, until it was loud 
enough to hurt Wendy’s ear. 
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* — she can’t hear you, you moron,” said Noah, taking back the phone. “As I was saying 
before he got pissy, we have no influence in New York. Cock Robin wants to hold a gun to 
your head, make you log into the server, get what he wants, then pulls the trigger? The fuck 
can we do about it? To the world at large Alex isn’t even thirty years dead yet!” 


“But you’ve got someone in Washington DC,” said Wendy. “Someone a lot more powerful.” 
Static hurt her ear again. 


“To translate,” said Noah, “that is a hell no. He’s not Vitel’s toady, he’s not doing this on his 
orders —” 


“You know we could have used that, right?” said Harry, in the background. He still had the 
fake accent on, Wendy noticed. “We could’ve gone oh sure, let's hook you up with Vitel, and 
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The Lasombra said something. 


“Yeah, Alex is right,” said Noah. “That’s playing with fire. This lady’s scary competent for a 
young one. You really want to stab her in the back? It’d be the last thing any of us ever did.” 


“T already figured that he’s not in touch with Vitel,” said Wendy. “Vitel’s trying to get in 
touch with him, but he’s not happy about it at all. Alexander wouldn’t be raising such a stink 
with the sect if he was, and he certainly wouldn’t be as close to his servants as he is if he had 
any actual allies that knew the truth about him.” 


The Lasombra said something again, but as usual, the interference didn’t transmit it. 


“T dunno, mate,” said Noah. “She’s got a point. You have been different since the Shadow 
Monster showed up. Blood is blood. Even Harry and I have been different.” 


“You call Vitel the Shadow Monster? That’s cute,” said Wendy. Then: “Wait. Is he saying 
he’d be close to you two anyway even if he did have friends? That’s adorable.” 


Against a background of static, Noah said, ““We’re reconsidering being nice to you at all.” 


“Sorry, not gonna lie, but Alexander is cute as shit. I saw him talking to a lamp when I broke 
into his office. So he’s forever cute in my head.” 


The next electronic distortion sounded an awful lot like a resigned sigh. 


“Yeah,” said Noah. “He does that. A lot. It is adora — “ 


There was another scuffle. 
A sigh that sounded like Isaac Goldwin told Wendy that Harry had picked up the phone, next. 


“Are you all brothers?” she said. “Or is it just Noah and Alexander?” No, wait, if Harry’s 
accent was fake they wouldn’t be brothers... would they? 


“Nice try,” said Harry. “In any case, my master has made it very clear we’re to consider your 
offer, and Noah was dumb enough to make it clear that we have little to offer you, especially 
when it comes to the Justicar and the New York court. Ah! Excellent! Alexander has Noah in 
a headlock. I do love it when Noah forgets about Potence.” He sounded as if he was cheering 


up. 
“Wait,” said Wendy. “Look, you do have something you can offer me. Well, Alexander does.” 
“And that is...?” 


“Shelter,” said Wendy. “You’re on the front lines. Provided I survive Cock Robin, he’s 
probably not going to let me go willingly. If the hunters are already bombing your court, then 
it'll only be a matter of time until they start trying to drive you out of Baltimore altogether. 
And you’re going to need me to keep one step ahead of them. And /’m going to need 
somewhere to hide from a Justicar if Cock Robin’s so far up his own ass he won’t listen to 
reason. And so will Gerard. He needs somewhere safe, too, just in case the sect never stops 
hunting him.” 


“And after that?” said Harry. “Because again. I’m not spending the rest of our existences 
living in fear of you.” 


“Simple,” said Wendy. “Quid pro quo. I’m going to need to build a coterie anyway. It’ll be 
good to have a contact with whom I can exchange favours without having to worry about 
keeping a balance sheet. You trust me, I’ll trust you. You trust me not to tell, Pll trust you not 
to throw me under the bus to get rid of me to cover your tracks as soon as you can. Don’t 
forget that you ’re a risk to me. And I'll help you keep your city from the rising Inquisition.” 


There was a choking noise. 


“Alex, he’s going to black out if you keep — ah, there he goes,” said Harry. There was a 
thump. “Hold on a moment, Ms Taylor, won’t you?” 


She didn’t hear much after that; it sounded as if someone had their palm over the receiver. 
Although, after a few seconds, she could hear the unconscious ghoul come back to life in a 
coughing fit. 


“Alright,” said Harry, after a couple of minutes. His voice was slightly distorted; perhaps 
Alexander was in the background, dictating a response. “You’re saying you want shelter for 
you and Rafin from the sect, should you need it. In exchange, you keep your mouth shut 
about us, and you’ll work with us on the front lines against the enemy. As a... coterie.” 


“And as an ally,” said Wendy. 


There was a long silence on the other end. 


“Very well,” said Harry. Or maybe it was Alexander saying those words, and Harry was 
merely relaying them. “You have a deal. If you can get your — if you can get Rafin out, bring 
him here. If you can get out, you have shelter here. And we will keep you hidden, and safe.” 


“Then we have a deal. I’Il report back soon.” 
“Good luck,” said Harry. 


Once she’d finished speaking to the Three Stooges, Wendy called Arturo. The phone almost 
rang out before Arturo picked up. 


“It’s me,” said Wendy. “I’m on my way. Has the report been sent your way yet?” 


“T have it in front of me right now,” said Arturo. “It wasn’t easy for Calebros to pass it on to 
me under Cock Robin’s nose. We had to break a few sacred laws of court to do it.” 


“What’s the mood like?” 
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“Tense,” said Arturo. “The place is swarming with your kin. More have been turning up 
every night, and Cock Robin brought a few himself. On a slow night, they make up half of 
the people here. Frankly, they’re making everyone nervous. They didn’t seem worried 
themselves, though. Not until Cock Robin showed up.” 


“What’s his mood like?” 


“Don’t know,” said Arturo. “Barely got a look at him. He went off into a side room to 
interrogate Rafin with Bell and Panhard first thing this evening and hasn’t come out since. 
How are things in Baltimore?” 


“My kin are in lockdown,” said Wendy. “They don’t know why, only the Director does. It’s 
what you thought. There was a traitor. They got their hands on some pretty important intel 
and gave it right to the hunters. We won’t know for sure for weeks if one or two got away, but 
it’s seriously looking like the government took out every single agent all at once.” 


“But your kin are in lockdown. You’re saying — oh.” 
“Yep.” 


“Fuck,” said Arturo. “It’s worse than I thought if one of yours betrayed us. Shit.” He sighed. 
“Why would... why on earth would...?” 


Wendy didn’t say anything. Neither did Arturo, for a long moment. 


“My suggestion,” said Arturo, “would be for the Director to start with the childer — children, 
first.” 


A mental image of Miles, the only Nosferatu childe she’d actually spoken to in Baltimore, 
came to her mind. He was DeLaire’s childe, he would know her habits and how she worked, 


and he was close enough to her and distant enough from the rest of the Warren... “Why 
them?” 


“Tt’s the only thing that makes sense,” said Arturo. “Think about it. If you’ve been around the 
block a few times, you know how to live with yourself, and what we are, and you’re invested 
in the Masquerade and your own survival. If you’re new? Some of us don’t take the transition 
well. At all. Trust me, I was one of them. Zigzagged from wanting to throw myself into the 
sun and wanting to throw everyone else in the sun. I might have done it with the right 
opportunity... and clearly, someone had that opportunity.” 


He had a point. Wendy had met more than one fledgling over the years who’d melted down 
upon seeing themselves in the mirror for the first time after their transformation. Especially 
Cleopatras. “DeLaire has a childe,” she said, because the suspicion wouldn’t quite let go of 
her. “He’s fourteen, though, too old to pull this kind of stunt.” 


“Pass on what I said nonetheless, when you can,” said Arturo. “He won’t be the only 
youngling in the family.” 


“Yeah. Yeah, I will.” 


“Be careful when you get here,” said Arturo. “I mean it. You’re clearly not to be 
underestimated, but Cock Robin’s on the warpath, and I’m not sure even Panhard can protect 
you if he pulls rank.” 


“You're in the know. Who might be able to help me if it comes down to it?” 


“You’ve got enough of your kin around here that you might have some allies, even in 
complete strangers,” said Arturo, “but since Cock Robin showed up you’re just as likely to 
reach out to one of his people as one of your own. Follow Calebros’s lead on that, he’s been 
speaking with each as they turn up, and he’ll have a better read on the situation. Theo Bell’s 
hard to guess. He typically does what he’s told, but he’s no fool, and if Panhard agitates 
enough he might just support her against Cock Robin. The — ah — the representatives — “ 
Primogen? “ — don’t have a clue what’s going on, so they’re just following the lead for now. 
I’m sure most of them will have enough sense to support Panhard if she tries to defy Cock 
Robin, but I don’t know how stubbornly, because I’m sure they’re all very aware that if Cock 
Robin decides it’s time for a new leader in this city, they’re not going to want to lose their 
own power by going down with her. Basically... it’s bleak. You’re going to need to tread 
carefully.” 


“Any advice on that?” 


“Remind them that you’re more valuable to them alive than dead,” said Arturo. “Remind 
them that there’s only two people in the world who know that server of yours intimately, and 
you’re one of them, and they’ve made an enemy of the other. Remember that once you know 
who the traitor is, you need to hold on to that information if you want to guarantee your own 
survival; don’t let it go until the last second, because once they have that information, they’Il 
believe they have no reason to keep you around any more, so don’t let them get it out of you. 
You have the power here. Don’t let Robin’s posturing deceive you. He’s a veteran, he’ll be 


bluffing like there’s no tomorrow. Bluff right back. This is it, Wendy, it’s time to see what 
you’re made of.” 


She wasn’t ready. “Copy that. Maybe I’I talk to you later tonight. If Cock Robin comes back 
out, tell him I’Il be there in an hour.” 


She called Kaiser next, and passed on Arturo’s advice. 


“Don’t ever tell him I said this, or I'll rip off your head and shit down your neck,” said 
Kaiser, as if he was discussing the weather, “but he might have a point about the children. 
I’m allowed in and out of the base and so is DeLaire, I'll get a list of younglings twenty years 
dead and under from Alicia. He might actually be on to something here. Why the fuck else 
would you be so goddamn suicidal you’d bring the world down all around you? Bet it’s a 
Cleopatra.” 


“You should look into Miles Erikson too,” said Wendy. “He’s not — not a native, let’s just 
say. He might be coping badly.” 


“Tt’s worth looking at, and he’s close to DeLaire,” said Kaiser. 

And then one last call. 

“Wendy?” said Radcliffe without Teeth. 

“It’s me, yeah,” said Wendy. “How good are you at coming up with plans at the last minute?” 
“How last minute are we talking?” 


“We need to get Gerard out tonight,” said Wendy. “I don’t know if I'll be able to talk Cock 
Robin into letting him go and while he’s useful to the lady in charge as a bargaining chip, 
Cock Robin’s too hostile for us to take any chances. Goldwin’s offered refuge in Baltimore, 
SO we’ve got somewhere to go.” 


“We’ve already got a plan ready to go,” said Radcliffe. “Where’s the new location for 
Baltimore’s court?” 


Wendy told him. Then, “What about Augustin and Teeth? Any sign of them yet?” 


“Nope,” said Radcliffe. “I thought I heard their voices on some surveillance, but I couldn’t be 
sure it was them. But I’m sure they’re watching, even if they’re not getting involved yet. 
They like to look before they leap. What’s your plan?” 


“T need to get into the servers,” said Wendy. “Unfortunately they’re at court. So yeah, I have 
to walk right in like it’s no big deal. And Cock Robin’s there.” 


“Yeah, I heard. He’s got his creepy little ghoul with him, too. The interpreter. God, she freaks 
me out.” 


“T’ve never met her.” 


“Well, you will tonight. Good luck, Wendy Wings.” 


“Thanks. You too. Whatever happens, don’t worry about me, just get Gerard out of there and 
down to Baltimore.” 


“We will,” her uncle promised. 


-O- 


She felt like a celebrity on the red carpet. 


Jennifer pulled up in front of the museum that New York used as an Elysium. And probably 
wouldn’t for much longer, Wendy realised, remembering Arturo’s comments about the 
suspicious activity outside. Wendy double checked all her clothes were covering her before 
she stepped out into the cold city air. 


People were clustered on the steps. A couple spotted her and ran inside. Ghouls? Most likely. 
The doors were shut to human visitors at this hour, but two more ghouls opened them for her. 


In the massive foyer, she saw a familiar figure leaning against a pillar, looking distinctly out 
of place. 


“Calebros.” Wendy smiled, pulling off her headwrap until it sat on her shoulders like a scarf. 
“Hasn’t been that long, but it feels like forever, doesn’t it?” 


“Heard you were coming back.” Calebros didn’t sound approving, but let Wendy hug him 
and returned it with a pat on the back. “Thought Arturo was full of shit when he said you’d 
told him you were coming. Though that wasn’t as weird as having DeLaire tell me to pass on 
a report to him, of all people.” 


“He can pull some strings for us,” said Wendy, keeping her voice low. “He’s working on 
getting some plans for the NSA building for me. We’re going to need those before the end. 
And I know he has a lot of sway with Panhard, so when he demanded to know everything 
that’s going on I thought it couldn’t hurt to have another person on our side here.” 


“Sure can’t,” said Calebros. “Cock Robin’s deeper in. I’1l come with you. He and the others 
are expecting you.” 


Arturo and Calebros hadn’t been exaggerating. There were an awful lot of Nosferatu hanging 
around, and she didn’t recognise most of them. Some she’d seen the pictures of on 
SchreckNET, but had never spoken to in her life. Some of those she knew more about than 
they realised, thanks to the keyloggers. There were others, still, that she’d spoken to before. 


And there was a familiar face in the crowd — the Dove of Moudros, Kiwi’s sire. “Hey.” 
Wendy approached. “I heard that there was — that the Prince of Tucson — fuck. I’m so 
sorry. About the Warren. About everything.” 


“Good to see you in one piece, kid,” said the Dove. “Don’t worry about that bastard, we got 
him back for it. The old Prince is gone. Friend of mine put a tree through him.” 


WA ciree?” 


“Long story,” said the Dove. “Just happened earlier tonight, in fact, found out only half an 
hour ago. He had it coming after what he did to us. I came here trying to find my brat so she 
wouldn’t come walking back into a trap if he wasn’t taken care of first.” 


“Hey,” said Kiwi, popping into existence next to the Dove. 


She did that, even in Elysia. Where most Nosferatu needed to concentrate to use Obfuscate, 
Kiwi had to concentrate not to use it, and it often resulted in a lot of jump scares. 


Once Wendy remembered she was too dead to have a heart attack, she casually continued the 
conversation as if it hadn’t happened. “Will you be staying in New York long?” 


“Whoever ends up being the new Prince of Tucson will want to know what happened here,” 
said the Dove. “A member of my coterie, the guy who put the tree through the old one, is 
looking like the most likely candidate. He could probably use me back home but...” She 
looked around them. “Clan needs me here. What’s left of Tucson’s Warren needs me here.” 


“Yeah,” said Wendy, following her gaze. A lot of Nosferatu stared in open curiosity, lacking 
the same cultural rules as the topsiders who, at least, pretended not to. One gaping Nosferatu 
walked straight into Adelaide Davis, who snarled at the offender, turned on one heel, and 
stalked off, past a redheaded figure who looked oddly familiar — 


Wendy’s brain stopped. 


A redheaded young man who looked to be in his mid to late teens was speaking with one of 
the visiting Nosferatu. His hair had the same curls. His frame was the same, even hidden by 
clothing. There was jewellery glittering around his neck, rings on his fingers catching the 
light. He laughed, and turned to acknowledge someone who’d just brushed past him, smiling. 


He was the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. Even here, even now, five years later, 
above ground instead of beneath it. His eyes still sparkled, but though they didn’t look sad, 
there seemed to be something else hidden behind them. 


He looked past Wendy, then his eyes caught hers. His smile faded. He tilted his head, as if 
trying to place her, before something in his eyes changed in recognition. 


He didn’t look away. 
She couldn’t either. 


The two of them gazed at each other, exchanging... something... with only their eyes. 
Memories of warm, wet walls. Of bushes filled with singing children’s heads. Of a language 
that sounded like Latin, but wasn’t. Of tunnels, unending, beneath the hungry city of New 
York. 


“Wendy?” 


He gave her a small, sad smile. His companion, a dark-skinned Gangrel with dreadlocks, 
followed his gaze. Stanislava. Her name was Stanislava. Which must mean that the individual 
next to her... 


“Wendy!” Something nudged her shoulder. 
“Hm?” Wendy returned to the present. The Dove let go of her shoulder. 


“IT was saying,” said Theo Bell. Wait, when did he turn up? Because here he was, standing 
right in front of her, trademark shotgun strapped to his back. “The prodigal childe returns. 
From what I’ve heard, you’d be as much at home in my clan as in the Nosferatu.” 


“Yes, well,” Wendy laughed nervously, looking back to where she’d seen the youth with the 
glowing skin. But the crowd had closed up, and she couldn’t see him. 


What was he doing here? Had he been someone from above ground all along? 


She ripped her eyes away. “Yes, well,” she said again. “I hear the Brujah take baths too often 
for my liking.” 


“TI dunno, you mustn’t have met some of the younger members of my clan.” Bell actually 
laughed at that. “Come on, kid. The Prince and the Justicar await.” 


“What about my sire?” said Wendy, as she followed him. 

“He’s still hanging around.” 

“Yeah, not funny.” 

“Do I look like I’m laughing?” said Bell. 

“Good luck, Wendy,” said the Dove. “Cock Robin’s a bastard, but he’s not stupid.” 


Wendy left her behind, but Calebros stayed by her side. Bell led them through two massive 
double doors. 


This room was separate from the rest of the museum, with nothing on display except a few 
generic paintings. Wendy half-expected to see Gerard staked above a Prince’s elaborate 
throne, but he was nowhere to be seen. Panhard sat on a normal, if somewhat ornate, chair at 
the centre of a long table that faced towards the doors. Other chairs filled only her side of the 
table. A chair to one side of her was empty. Theo dutifully returned to it. 


And on Panhard’s other side, shifting slightly as she entered... 


The voice of a child rose to greet her. “I heard you were coming.” Even from lungs that 
small, the voice of the girl who sat two chairs down from Panhard rang out with confidence 
against a background of clicking from her neighbour. “I’m pleased to see I won’t have to 
chase you all over the Eastern Seaboard.” 


Wendy’s eyes slid past the girl. It wasn’t her that was talking. Not really. It was just her voice. 
She was only translating for someone else. 


The person who was really speaking sat between her and Panhard. Two large, yellow, bug- 
like eyes stared at her from a face so deformed that he had no mouth or nose, only a beak. 
And as his young-looking interpreter spoke on his behalf, unerringly translating his clicks 
into words, he stared at her with a hard, inscrutable gaze. 


“Wendy Taylor,” said Cock Robin, through the little girl on his right. “Welcome home.” 


Chapter End Notes 


I start my full time job on Tuesday AEST. I'm finally An Adult! Better late than never. 
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“Hey Cock Sucker,” said Wendy. 


“Really?” Cock Robin clicked in annoyance. His ghoul kept a straight face as she talked, but 
she altered her tone of voice to fit his words. “I could order your destruction at any moment, 
and that’s how you greet me? That’s not even original.” 


“But it is a classic!” said Wendy. “And this isn’t your domain, my destruction isn’t yours to 
order. Besides, I’m told you need me. Look at me, being a good little fledgling and doing my 
elders’ bidding! Speaking of which — “ She bowed to Panhard, her messenger bag and 
laptop an uncomfortable weight as she did. “My Prince. Sorry for not greeting you properly, 
there’s a bad smell in the room.” 


“Tnsolent.” Cock Robin’s nails drummed the table. 


“You will treat my guests with the same respect you treat me, Taylor.” Panhard barely moved 
as She spoke. 


“My clan treats people with the respect they deserve, Prince,” said Wendy. “But I will make 
an exception for your request.” 


Panhard’s mouth formed a long, thin line. “If that is the best I can expect from you, Ms 
Taylor, then I will make do.” 


“Justicar,” said Wendy, “I hear you want someone to get into SchreckNET’s servers, and you 
haven’t been able to convince my sire to do it.” 


“Your sire is an incompetent traitor.” Cock Robin’s clicks didn’t sound like they had any 
inflection in them, but his interpreter was all but growling as she spoke. Her face remained 
blank, dissonant with her tone. This wasn’t any ordinary child, or even any ordinary human. 
Was she a savant of some sort? 


“So incompetent that nobody else here is able to do his job, I’ve noticed,” said Wendy. 


“Can we please skip the immature theatrics?” A few seats down from Cock Robin, Aisling 
Sturbridge gave a long-suffering sigh. “What are you, Taylor, some twelve-year-old living 
out your fantasy of backchatting your daddy?” 


“Hell yeah,” said Wendy, “You should try it sometime. It’s therapeutic. It’I] help you get the 
stick out of your ass, Babalon.” 


Aisling Sturbridge hissed. 


“T’m guessing that your assistance has a price, Ms Taylor.” Panhard steepled her fingers 
together. 


“My sire tried to negotiate terms,” said Wendy. “I’d like the court to be reminded of them.” 


“For your Warren to be pardoned of its crimes,” said Cock Robin, “including the former 
Prince Calebros, you, and Rafin. And for the Nosferatu to remain in the Ivory Tower.” 


“You must be invested in that last one at least,” said Wendy. 


“Irrelevant.” Cock Robin waved a hand. “I’m not interested in giving a rat a way out of the 
maze it built itself.” 


“Tell us your offer,” said Theo Bell. 


“My offer is this,” said Wendy. “You allow me to see my sire and the condition he is being 
kept in. He continues to remain in your custody, but unharmed, and treated like a guest. I do 
what you want me to do in the SchreckNET servers — “ 


“Without tampering with the evidence,” said Cock Robin. 


“ __ without tampering with the evidence.” Joke was on him, Wendy and Gerard had lived in 
the same room for ten years. None of their dirt was online. “But you will also allow me to 
retain a copy of whatever evidence I require for my own work. After this, I will return to 
Baltimore, find the true culprit of the Breach, and bring them here personally as well as all 
evidence pointing to their involvement. After I do that, you will grant everything Gerard has 
asked for. After everything is done, I’1l even throw in some free intel on Marcus Vitel. What 
do you say?” 


“Vitel?” said Theo Bell. 
“Alive and well in DC,” said Wendy. “I know someone who can pass on — “ 


“Bullshit.” Theo Bell snorted. “I was there. He’s as dead as a doornail.”’ 
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“And if you agree to my terms,” said Wendy, “I?ll give you evidence that he’s not once 
everything is tied up neatly in a bow.” Hopefully Alexander would be willing to play along. 


“So you’re looking to frame some other poor fuck in your sire’s place,” said Cock Robin. 


“I’m sure you’ve been informed of recent developments, but Ill restate them,” said Wendy. 
“We’ve found evidence that a Kindred has betrayed the Masquerade. This evidence is the 
compromise of several key Camarilla agents within the NSA in Fort Meade very close to the 
Breach. The Nosferatu Director is personally working to identify the culprit as we speak.” 


“Give me a break.” Cock Robin sat up in his chair. “With the sheer amount of compromising 
information on SchreckNET, it’s clear those agents were implicated in the Breach. That’s 
happening all over the country as we speak.” 


“Every single agent, ever, in the government? On the same day?” said Wendy. “I doubt it. 
DeLaire is good at what she does — “ 


“So I hear,” said Cock Robin, and his interpreter’s tone sounded pointed. 
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— and would not have allowed any of them to simply post their job descriptions on 
SchreckNET.” Wendy ignored the interruption. “These are ghouls, they wouldn’t have been 
able to log on, and DeLaire shares information on a need-to-know basis. No, that information 
was leaked deliberately.” 


“T doubt it,” said Cock Robin. 

“Prince Panhard?” said Wendy. “Archon Bell? What do you think?” 
Theo Bell said nothing. 

Panhard hesitated. “Signs do point to it being a leak, Justicar.” 


“The Baltimore Elysium was destroyed twenty four hours after the Breach.” Wendy pushed 
the advantage. “I was Kine only ten years ago. I breached the Masquerade myself, it’s why 
I’m here. The Masquerade is so solid that even with the information in front of me where 
Kindred admitted to being vampires, I still believed they were full of shit. To swing from 
breaching SchreckNET one day to burning a place down the next is not at all normal human 
behaviour. The Breach was orchestrated. It was done to confirm what they already knew. I'd 
bet my life on it.” 


“No,” said Cock Robin. “There’s petabytes of information on SchreckNET now. This is a 
governmental agency, not one amateur hacker. The evidence was overwhelming in proving 
our existence; they had no choice but to admit it.” 


“So wouldn’t you think they’d take a little longer than a day or two to process all that 
information?” said Wendy. “That’s a lot of reading to do, Justicar. Are you really going to 
ignore common sense because of a personal grudge?” 


“Common sense tells me that you’re doing everything you can to get your sire and yourself 
out of this mess,” said Cock Robin. 


“I’m trying to get us out of this mess because we’re not responsible for it!” said Wendy. “You 
need us to help you fix this, but instead you’re helping the NSA by being too caught up 
pointing fingers to do anything constructive. If someone draws up SchreckNET on a laptop 
and shows a human a link, there’s fuck all security in the world that we can put in to prevent 
that. We can’t patch free will, Cock Robin.” 


“T think your offer is reasonable, Ms Taylor.” Panhard inserted herself as if the atmosphere 
wasn’t growing heated. “You’ve stated we can wait to fulfil Rafin’s terms until you have 
brought in the traitor and the appropriate evidence. If there is no traitor, there is no pardon. 
Simple as that.” 


“A guilty verdict is acknowledgement that my task has been fulfilled, and that Gerard’s terms 
are to be fulfilled in return without delay,” said Wendy. No monkey’s paw shit. “And then I'll 
give you the information on Vitel.” The only problem now would be making sure Cock 
Robin didn’t ignore the evidence out of sheer spite. “If I cannot satisfy the jury or whichever 
panel is to determine the culprit’s guilt, then so be it. But I will. I promise you that.” 


“Let’s hope the quality of your work reflects your confidence,” said Panhard. 
“Quite the opposite,” said Wendy. “My confidence reflects my work.” 


Aisling Sturbridge rolled her eyes. Seated between her and a Kindred in a wheelchair, 
Thomas Arturo watched in interest, steepled fingers resting against his mouth. 


“T cannot agree to the condition that the Nosferatu’s membership within the Camarilla will 
remain,” said Prince Panhard. “That is not in my power. Otherwise, I — “ 


“T have a counteroffer.” Cock Robin rose from his seat and left the table. His interpreter 
pushed her chair out and followed him without so much as a stutter. Panhard scowled, but fell 
silent. “Theo Bell, you’ve been unofficially acting as New York’s Sheriff in Qadir’s absence. 
Would you be so kind as to have the guards bring the prisoner in here?” 


“Of course, Justicar.” Theo Bell moved to obey, lifting his shotgun from his lap. Even as he 
passed through the double doors back into the main rooms, allowing Wendy a glimpse of the 
crowd clustered beyond, he kept it with him. She’d heard its reputation. Dragon’s breath 
rounds. She’d seen a video of them in action. Bell had balls of steel not to go into Rotschreck 
every time he fired that gun. 


“Is your counteroffer going to be at a// appealing?” Wendy had to turn around to look at the 
Justicar. It wasn’t a good sign that Cock Robin was bringing Gerard in here. 


Cock Robin tilted his head. “I think you’ ll find it very appealing.” 
There was a subtle threat in his ghoul’s voice, even as her eyes glazed over in boredom. 


The room was still. Some of Prince Panhard’s circle murmured among themselves. 
Sturbridge looked bored when Wendy caught her eye; she didn’t even know who looked 
away first, it was only a quick thing. Arturo quietly said something to his companion in the 
wheelchair. 


She knew Theo was coming back when the murmuring outside the door increased. 


“My counteroffer is this.” Cock Robin rounded the table to stand between it and Wendy. 
Wendy turned away, watching the doors. “No bells and whistles. No pardons, no turning 
prisoners into guests, no clearing of charges that you should all stand trial for, and certainly 
no bribing the jury with intel on Vitel. No allowing corrupt Princes to get away with 
coverups...” In her peripheral vision, she saw Cock Robin give Calebros, standing by the 
door, a hard stare. “No allowing evidence to fall into the hands of someone with a dramatic 
conflict of interest...” 


The doors opened. There was a bigger crowd on the other side than Wendy remembered. 
Theo Bell came through, leading a pair of Nosferatu guards that must have been Cock 
Robin’s cronies, because Wendy had never seen them before. One had a pair of tusks and 
jagged, needle-like teeth protruding from his mouth. 


Wendy barely glanced at the second one. Her eyes were frozen on the limp figure between 
them. 


“T’m certainly not allowing someone party to the fall of the Masquerade to get away with 
incompetence that could result in war with the entirety of humanity,” said Cock Robin. “I saw 
your report. Last line of defence or not, you were still a line of defence. You should not have 
allowed this to happen any more than anyone else should.” 


Gerard was unmoving except for the flopping of his head on his neck as Cock Robin’s people 
dragged him in. A stake jutted out of his chest. The Nosferatu guards had to hold him up. 
They looked bored. They didn’t even deign to look at her. 


“Whatever happened to clan before sect?” Wendy whispered, as if the guards could hear her. 
Maybe they could. Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe they didn’t react because they didn’t care. 
She took a step back. Gerard looked like a corpse, pale even by their standards. If they’d been 
feeding him, it wasn’t much. 


“Make him kneel.” With the clear enjoyment in the girl-ghoul’s voice, she must have been as 
much of a sadist as Cock Robin. 


The guards had to manoeuvre him to rest him on his shins. Even then, they still had to hold 
him upright. 


“Theo,” said Cock Robin. “Load your weapon and point it at Rafin for me.” 
“What?!” Wendy whipped her head to face him. 

She felt cold. So cold. 

“Get ready to fire on my signal.” Cock Robin didn’t look at her. 

“What the fuck?” Wendy raised her voice. 


Red tinged her vision. She could almost hear her heart beating again. 


“Tt’s already loaded.” Theo Bell lifted the shotgun effortlessly and aimed it at Gerard’s head. 
Something angry, something primal, stirred within her. She’d never Frenzied before. 
She suspected she was about to find out what it was like. 


“T hear you love to show off your intel, Taylor,” said Cock Robin. “Do you know what Theo 
Bell’s favourite rounds are?” 


“What the fuck do you want?” She’d never raised her voice before, not like this. Something 
inside her howled, screamed, and rattled its cage. She clenched her fists to keep it in check 
because holy shit, she wasn’t going to be able to control this, she wasn’t going to be able to 


She had to. Because that gun was staring straight down at Gerard’s head from only a yard 
away, and Theo Bell had one eye closed with the other staring down the sights. 


“Dragon’s breath,” said Cock Robin. “It’s a testament to Theo Bell’s character that he uses 
them so frequently and never submits to Rotschreck. It’s what makes him the most terrifying 
and powerful Archon we have. It’s like... shooting liquid fire.” He waggled his fingers. “And 
if I give Theo Bell the signal, your sire’s going to get a face full of it practically point-blank. 
The guards will probably Frenzy, but then, so will half the room. Yourself included, most 
likely.” 


“We’re the only two people in the whole world who can access the SchreckNET servers!” 
Wendy’s voice was so loud it bounced off the high ceiling. She had to yell. She had to yell or 
the Beast would come out and tear someone apart. Cock Robin? Theo Bell? The Nosferatu 
traitors that held Gerard up, completely unfazed that Theo Bell might miss? “Why the hell 
would you put all your eggs in one basket by having him destroyed? You really want to risk 
that? If I’m the only one left and anything happened to me, even by pure fucking accident, 
it’s over for Kindred all over the world. You really want to kill off your backup? I was 
perfectly willing to cooperate with you if you — “ 


“T’m perfectly happy to kill off the backup,” said Cock Robin. Wendy raked in her breath. 
She had to breathe, breathe little bits of the Beast out, keep control before she lost it. 
Delaying, yelling, breathing — it helped her keep control. “Because nothing’s going to 
happen to you. You’re not leaving Elysium unless the Prince and I will it. You decide you’re 
going to let your sire die and try to escape yourself? Not gonna happen. Adelaide, mind 
showing her why? Behind you, Wendy.” 


One moment the air behind Wendy was still and empty. The next, a familiar Malkavian 
sprung into existence, startling Wendy so much the Beast almost broke on her like waves on a 
rock. Her heart kicked back to life, hammering in her chest, but she squeezed her eyes shut 
and breathed and the Beast ebbed. 


A little. 


Only a little. 


She opened her eyes. 

There was a stake in Adelaide’s hand. 
The Malkavian grinned. 

“You’re not leaving,” said Cock Robin. 


The Malkavian faded away in front of Wendy’s eyes, as if she’d never been. As if she wasn’t 
Obfuscating in a fucking Elysium in front of her Prince, an Archon, and a Justicar! 


“Back to my offer.” Cock Robin leaned a hip against the table, crossing his arms. His 
interpreter stood beside him, hands behind her back, relaying his words without so much as a 
blip. “You do what I tell you, or Theo cremates you sire right here, right now. No later. Now.” 


Her eyes roamed over the Kindred at the table. At Panhard, who watched with a concerned 
frown. At Sturbridge, who looked almost giddy, as if waiting for something to happen. At 
Arturo, who stared at Wendy intently. When she caught his gaze, he did not flinch, did not 
look away. 


This is it, Wendy, he’d said to her only earlier that evening. /t’s time to see what you’re made 


of. 
Wendy looked back to Gerard. An idea, a last, desperate idea, formed. 


She was dimly aware of the dead silence of the room that hung in the air like a spun glass 
ornament. Not even the Harpies were whispering. Nobody in the room breathed except for 
her and the girl. The bored girl. As if this sort of thing happened all the time in front of her 
young eyes. 


One of the guards, the one closest to Wendy, finally deigned to look at her. She stared back, 
hollow. He didn’t look away, as if he was waiting for her. 


The other one, the one with teeth, took a moment to look at her, too. For a moment Wendy 
thought she saw something flicker in his eyes, as if his own Beast was stirring in dim waters 
like an alligator in the Warren’s floodwaters. Then he turned to watch Theo, and the moment 
was gone. 


A suspicion nagged at her, and combined with the percolating idea in her head. It was 
hopeless. Helpless. It had so many holes, especially if she was wrong, and it was nothing but 
a desperate band-aid on a gushing wound. She didn’t know what she’d do after she’d done it. 
She couldn’t think that far ahead. But... but if she... 


Just say you'll work with him, said a voice in her head. Just fucking go with it. Theres no 
need to do this. It’s stupid, it won t work, it'll only get you both destroyed — 


But that was the idea, wasn’t it? Cock Robin had been difficult enough so far that whether 
now or later, he would ensure Final Death came for them. They wouldn’t survive working for 
him. Whether she worked with him or not, whether tonight or another night, Gerard was 
going to die. 


He’ll be bluffing like theres no tomorrow. Bluff right back. This is it, Wendy, it’s time to see 
what you’re made of. 


Wendy’s knees gave out from underneath her. She let out a sob. She crawled to her sire — 
slowly, at first, in case somebody stopped her, but nobody did. So she crawled to him. His 
head was bowed, flopped over. She curled shaking arms around his shoulders and pressed her 
forehead against his neck. The blunt end of the stake jabbed into her. 


“Well?” said Cock Robin. 
He sounded calm. Happy, even. Self-assured. 


One last chance to back out of this, Wendy’s self-control told her. Do the rational thing. Do 
the calm thing. Don t be reckless. 


Well. 

She’d never been good at listening to it anyway. 

Hopefully it wouldn’t kill them all. 

She turned, fingers digging into Gerard’s shirt. Looked up at Theo. 


Theo’s eye opened. The gun lowered, but barely an inch, and nobody else seemed to notice. 
A wry smile took his features. He subtly tilted his head. 


“Brujah.” She saw him mouth, an admiring glint in his eye. “J told you.” 
Her Beast crouched, ready to spring. 


She thought her voice would shake when she finally answered. That it’d be a weak thing, that 
nobody would be able to hear her. 


But it was her Beast that spat her words out, hard and loud, carrying it across the room with 
confidence and bouncing off the ceiling as she looked Theo in the eye. “No.” 


This is it, Wendy, it’s time to see what you're made of. 
Cock Robin tilted his head. “I beg your pardon?” 


“To hell with your offer,” said Wendy. “J said no.” 
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“Really, Taylor?” Cock Robin’s interpreter sounded exasperated. Like Wendy’s boss had on 
occasion when she was human, before the Nosferatu killed him. It felt like an eternity ago. 
“What is the point of this posturing?” 


“You need at least one of us alive to get into the servers.” Wendy watched the shotgun, felt 
her Beast go still like a stretched spring ready to launch itself back into shape if she only Jet 
go... “So I’m telling you now. Gerard brought me into this world and he’s not leaving it 
without me. Either we both live, or we both die. Up to you.” 


“Ts all this really necessary?” piped up Aisling Sturbridge. “I was actually expecting 
Augustin and Radcliffe-with-Teeth to bust in and save the day — “ at that, one of the guards 
made a strangled noise. “ — but instead we’re watching this melodrama. How 
disappointing.” She sounded strangely gleeful. 


“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Cock Robin. “Just shoot him.” 

“Sir.” Theo Bell didn’t move. 

“What?” Cock Robin unfolded his arms, pushing himself off the table. 
“She’s in the way.” 


“What?” Cock Robin looked down at her. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He slammed the heel of his 
hand against his forehead. “So that’s what she was doing. And all this time Rafin’s been 
raving not to underestimate her, and what do I do? I — Emily, stop — “ The ghoul went quiet 
as Cock Robin ranted to himself in a storm of clicks. 


“She’s one of our prodigies, Justicar,” said Calebros. Wendy had almost forgotten he was 
there, but she didn’t take her eyes off the shotgun, stayed still between it and Gerard. “When 
she breached the Masquerade as a human, she avoided us for far longer than any human 
should. We only caught her because she was injured and physically couldn’t run away, and 
before that, she fought two full grown ghouls and survived to tell the tale. A pair of yours, 
incidentally, Thomas Arturo.” 


“Huh.” Arturo slowly canted his head to the side. “I remember loaning a couple to you ten 
years ago. That explains the Hansard joke...” 


“Gerard chose her for a reason,” Calebros went on. “Our clan has always been tight-knit, but 
sires and childer even moreso among our clan than any other. If you destroy Gerard, she will 
fight you for the rest of her life.” 


“His,” spat Wendy. “His, not mine.” 


“You idiot,” said Aisling Sturbridge, “If you fight him for the rest of Gerard’s life, then that 
means she’s not fighting at all — “ 


“Aisling,” said Arturo, “she didn’t mean the rest of Rafin ’s life.” 


Cock Robin clicked. When his ghoul said nothing, he flapped at her. “Calebros, she’s a 
fledgling,” the ghoul recited dutifully. “Are you really trying to intimidate me with a ten- 
year-old whelp? Are you really trying to make me scared of her?” 


“We were, once,” said Calebros. “Before she even died.” 
The room went quiet. 


“For the love of...” Cock Robin gave a loud hiss, curling his claws into the palm of his 
hands. “You selfish cunt. You selfish fucking cunt. You know what I’ve always hated about 
our clan? This bullshit! This ride-or-die mentality, this clan-before-sect cult-like toxicity. Our 
entire existence is at stake and we are looking at the rise of a second Inquisition, here. I’ve 
received intel from Italy. Do you know what our spies are telling us that the Lasombra have 
noticed? That the Vatican has stepped up its hunter recruitment by a hundredfold since the 
Breach. They’re accelerating training. They’re putting together elite teams of hunters, ready 
to go to war. With us. The first fucking step to us fighting back is finding out what the fuck 
they know, and we’ve been trying to find that out since this shit started. But night after night 
you two have not given a damn about the rest of us. About the fact that thousands of Kindred 
will be destroyed if you don t fucking cooperate. Are you seriously, fucking seriously, willing 
to let that happen out of spite?” 


Wendy didn’t take her eyes off the shotgun. Theo still hadn’t moved. “Are you, Justicar?” 
Silence. 


Dead silence. 


Not a peep, not a movement, not a breath. Not even from Wendy. She wasn’t breathing any 
more. She hulked in front of Gerard like a stone gargoyle, watching the gun, watching, 
watching... 


“No,” said Cock Robin at last with a sigh. “I’m not. I’m not like you, Wendy. I’m not going 
to let thousands die to save one self-righteous, traitorous asshole.” 


Wendy blinked. She turned to look at Robin, but didn’t let go of her sire. Cock Robin was 
shaking his head, arms folded. If someone with a beak and large eyes could look resigned, 
Robin came close. 


“Adelaide.” Cock Robin turned away, heading back towards his position back at the table, 
back to Wendy. His interpreter followed. “Stake her. Theo, when Taylor’s clear, shoot him. 
I’m not going to play her games.” 

“What?” Wendy whipped her head around to stare up at Theo like — 

— a fledgling caught in the gaze of an Antediluvian — 


And then everything happened at once. 


A hand seized her left arm. Wendy looked straight into the eyes of Adelaide Davis, the stake 
in her other hand. Wendy twisted away to protect her chest, curled into Gerard. 


The guard with the teeth moved. Wendy looked up at him, cringed away from him as he 
reached down to her — 


Reached past her — 


He yanked the stake out of Gerard’s chest and, with one swift movement, impaled it in Theo 
Bell’s chest. 


The shotgun fell from Theo Bell’s arms and clattered onto the tiles. His blank eyes stared at 
nothing. 


Theo Bell fell, and crumpled like a rag doll onto the tiled floor. 


Cock Robin turned, halfway around the other end of the table. His interpreter turned to 
follow his gaze. “What the fuck just — “ 


The other guard, the one with the hard eyes, shoved past Wendy and snatched up the gun. He 
aimed it at Cock Robin, across the table. “Clan before sect, you son of a bitch!” 


“Emily, get down — |” Cock Robin seized his ghoul and threw her to the ground. 
Then everything was fire. 


The Beast screamed. Or maybe it was Wendy screaming, like nails on a chalkboard, 
something thin and piercing shooting out of her mouth like the fiery rounds. Was she trying 


to run? Was she running? Or was something pinning her arms to her side, tightening its grip 
on her whole body, sending the Beast into Frenzy as she thrashed and roared — 


“Shhh.” A familiar, longed-for voice crooned to her. “Shh. It’s okay.” 


It was Gerard’s voice. Gerard, arms tight around her, pressing the side of her head to his chest 
with his chin on top of her head, protecting her as the Nosferatu sprung into action around 
them. 


The world roared. The fire was gone. The Kindred clustered around the table panic-kicked 
themselves away, sending chairs tumbling and spinning. Glasses shattered on floors, tables 
and chairs, shards falling like tinkling rain, blossoming red hanging in the air before blood 
spread like eager flowers. Adelaide Davis froze in fear as the guard with the teeth plucked the 
stake from her shaking hands and sent it straight into the Malkavian’s chest. She fell just like 
Theo Bell. 


“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” said the guard with the gun. “Calebros, lead the way, I’Il take 
up the rear — “ 


“Way ahead of you!” Calebros’s voice sounded distant. “Gerard!” 


A keening noise came from Wendy’s throat. Something dimly in her reminded her to run, but 
it didn’t matter because Gerard scooped her up like she was only a childe — and she was, 
wasn’t she? This was too much for a childe. All of it. The investigation in Baltimore, the 
entire Masquerade resting on her shoulders... she was too young for this, there were elders 
who didn’t know what the hell to do and this was her job? Why was she trying to clean up 
their mess while the elders bickered among themselves and played politics, or treated the 
whole thing like a spectator sport, like Sturbridge had? Someone over in Baltimore did this, 
and she was two states away instead of figuring it out. Pieterzoon was there. Letting her lead. 
Why? He was the childe of Hardestadt the Younger, and she was just some amateur hacker 
who worked at a bank and moonlit as some security fuckwit who pretended to know what she 
was doing. Hacker, not cracker. Although she’d done some cracking too. But that lingo was 
out of date now, wasn’t it? The world had moved on after she’d died. It was white hat these 
nights, or black hat, not hacker or cracker. When did it change? Her laptop had been so heavy 
when she was human, and WiFi wasn’t really a thing yet, so she’d had a WaveLAN card. 
And if she’d wanted to use the internet she had to pull out her phone cord. Her mother used 
to get so upset because her calls wouldn’t go through. She didn’t call her mother much. It had 
been years since she’d talked to her. She missed her mother. She missed... 


“Ts she alright?” 
She was falling. Why was she falling? 


“First Frenzy. She’ll be a bit disoriented for a bit.” Arms caught her. “Hey, hey. Shit. Are you 
okay?” It was Gerard. She pressed her forehead into her sire’s chest. A whimper escaped her. 


“Guessing she didn’t close her eyes,” said an unfamiliar voice. “Rotschreck’s easy if you 
know it’s about to come. Damn, though, I can’t believe I got the drop on Bell. I’m still 
shaking! Thank god that turned out the way that did.” 


Oh. Her legs. Gerard had tried to stand her on her legs, that was why she’d kept falling. They 
were on the ground, now, Gerard kneeling as she curled up in his shadow on the cool 
pavement. “Wendy?” 


“That could have been a fucking disaster,” said another voice. “The hell was she thinking?” 


“She was ballsy,” said the first voice, admirably. “No wonder Gerard yoinked her from 
Kaiser. That was amazing.” 


“That was so fucking stupid!” 
“No, no, it was genius! She was totally right, they wouldn’t have dared kill both of them — “ 


“And they almost destroyed your whelp anyway!” When Wendy’s vision came into focus, 
she saw the hard-eyed guard bending over Theo Bell’s shotgun. “What was she going to do, 
stay stapled to him forever? She only had to leave his side for a moment, and then — “ 


“Well, that’s where we came in, wasn’t it?” said the guard with the teeth. 
“She didn’t know that,” grouched the second one. 


“She did, though. Didn’t you see her staring at my mouth? You know what my name is, 
right?” 


“Radcliffe,” Wendy blurted out. “Radcliffe. He said — “ She tried to get up, but her arms 
were too weak to support her. Gerard caught her before she could collide with the concrete. 


“She was just buying time, she knew we were in the area but that was no guarantee — “ 


“Guys,” said a woman’s scratchy voice. It sounded familiar. “Not to hurry you all, but we’re 
going to have an entire angry Elysium bearing down on us any second now. We need to get 
moving.” 


“Two, four, six, seven...” said another woman’s voice. “Yeah, we’re not all fitting in the car.” 
“Can it, we’ve got Obfuscate,” said the second guard. 
“That won’t be enough, they’Il all be using Auspex,” said Calebros. 


“This is New York,” said the guard with the teeth. “We’ll take the fucking subway like 
everyone else. Anyway, what’s this about the other Radcliffe — “ 


“Radcliffe said he was going to help,” said Wendy. The two guards were standing over her, 
with Gerard behind her, Calebros standing guard a few feet away, and the Dove of Moudros, 
of all people, vigilant at the mouth of the alley. Kiwi was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t 
mean she wasn’t there. “He said he’d get Gerard out tonight. Didn’t expect... you two.” She 
looked at the guards. 


“So you had a plan, huh?” said the guard with the gun. 


“Fuck no,” said Wendy. “I just make this shit up as I go along. I can’t believe that worked out 
the way it did.” 


“Honestly I much prefer it over Augustin’s style,” said the guard with the teeth. “Which is, 
‘do nothing, ever.’ No offence, Aug.” 


“Can it,” said Augustin again, shifting the gun in his arms. 
“She’s like that,” said Gerard, above her. “You get used to it. She knows what she’s doing.” 


Wendy laughed hysterically, prompting a look of concern from Gerard. “I haven’t had a clue 
what the fuck I’ve been doing since this whole thing started! That was — ” she was laughing 
so hard she could barely get a word out. “Pure dumb luck Radcliffe with Teeth was there — ” 


“See,” said Radcliffe with Teeth, “that’s why we need dental, lest we gain a reputation. I half 
expected everyone in there to recognise me. Especially Sturbridge. I’m surprised she didn’t.” 


“Oh, she did,” said Augustin. “Didn’t you hear her little quips in there? She was waiting for 
shit to go down. Didn’t you notice that dig she made at us?” 


“Thought it was coincidence,” said Teeth. 
“No way in hell. She was having the time of her life in there.” 


“T thought she was going to rip out Wendy’s throat when she dropped Crowley’s little pet 
name for her,” said Teeth. “Impressive. A low blow, but impressive. Reminds Sturbridge 
what we’re capable of. She won’t be forgetting that in a hurry. None of them will.” 


“We need to go,” said Dove. “They’ Il catch up!” 


Her head was almost clear now. Wendy struggled to her feet. Gerard helped her stand. She 
looked to him, but couldn’t quite meet his eyes. 


She had no idea what to say. 
His hand squeezed her shoulder. 
Maybe she didn’t have to say anything at all. 


(She wanted to curl up again, hide her face in his shoulder again. Cry. Not that any tears 
would come; they hadn’t since she died.) 


“We need the servers.” Wendy shook herself. Took a deep breath. Straightened her spine. “J 
need the servers. They’re in Elysium — “ 


“They’re not,” said Teeth. “Come on, do you think your Warren would give away something 
that valuable? The servers they sent up are fake. By the time Cock Robin figured it out, your 
Warren was in lockdown, and they’d have been impossible to retrieve even if Gerard led the 
way to their front door.” 


“So we’re going home, then?” said Wendy. 
“We better!” said the Dove, “because we really need to leave!” 


“We’re going home,” said Gerard. “Don’t you worry, childe. We’re going home.” 


“Cock Robin has always been arrogant,” said Teeth. “It’s so stupid. He’s carrying on like he’s 
the only person trying to do anything about this. And when he gets an idea, he thinks he’s so 
brilliant that no alternative could possibly have merit. Seriously? This guy’s a Justicar? He’s 
been thwarted by one Nosferatu saying the word ‘no’ for a week! And it didn’t even occur to 
him once to try something other than getting into the SchreckNET servers. Or to actually 
compromise with Gerard. Or even lie his ass off and promise him the goddamn moon and 
stab him in the back later, like most politicians. What a fucking amateur.” 


“He’s usually better than that,” said Augustin. Calebros’s sire led the way down the black 
tunnel. “Cock Robin’s usually great at what he does, it’s when he catches sight of somebody 
he fucking hates that he gets like that. He’s the same with the Anarchs. Zeros in, tunnel 
vision, can’t think for shit because he just wants to fight the motherfuckers. I reckon that’s 
what he’s been doing this whole time — indulging that urge to fight the shit out of Smelly.” 


The small crowd had Obfuscated onto the New York subway system. At this time of night, 
there was little risk of physically bumping into a kine on the train. At the appropriate stop 
they’d disembarked, and then walked along the tracks towards one of the Warren’s many 
entrances, hidden in a worker’s alcove in one of the tunnels. Cock Robin had deployed some 
of his Archons to try to break into the sealed Warren, but Gerard was confident that they 
didn’t know about this entrance. “It’s the emergency entrance,” he’d told the others. “No 
matter what, if there’s a lockdown or some disaster happening, there’s someone always 
stationed here.” 


“Ts Kaiser here in the city?” said Augustin. “I haven’t seen any sign of my grandbrat.” 


“T think he’s still in Baltimore.” Gerard walked with an arm around Wendy’s shoulder, the 
only pair of Nosferatu walking side-by-side in a line that was otherwise single file. 


Gerard let them into the access tunnel. From there, it was another mile of walking until they 
came upon New York’s natural subterranean labyrinth; the same one that Wendy had gotten 
lost in five years before. 


“Gerard,” said Wendy. ““There’s a guy in Elysium. The servant of the Antediluvian. The one I 
saw during the Battle of New York.” 


“There’s a who where, now?” said Teeth. 


“Elysium?” said Gerard. “You saw him in Elysium?” 


“Antediluvians?” said Augustin. “I heard about Wendy’s claims. It’s Nictuku, Antediluvians 
aren’t real.” 


“Nictuku hate the underground,” said Gerard. 


Wendy glanced at the Dove. The other woman was tense, eyeing the ceiling as if waiting for 
it to cave in on them. 


“You're sure you saw him?” said Gerard. 


“He was just as surprised to see me as I was to see him,” said Wendy. “But I think I know 
who he is. He was talking to that Tzimisce spy, the one posing as a Gangrel called 
Stanislava.” 


“What did he look like?” said Gerard. “I know a lot of their faces and Calebros knows even 
more.” 


When they came upon a stretch of wall that looked exactly the same as all the other walls 
they’d walked past, Gerard stopped and tapped a pattern into it. Wendy swallowed the words 
she was going to say. 


Another knock came back. 


“Huh,” said Gerard. “Guess I’m not surprised there’s extra security layers.” He tapped 
another pattern, a new one. 


He had to do that three times, with three different patterns, before they were allowed in. 


“Finally.” It was John, Allegra’s childe, at the entrance. “Sorry, but the Archons know some 
of our codes and we almost let one in by mistake the other night at another entrance. If 
Gemini hadn’t pointed out the code was out of date...” 


“You're doing fine.” Gerard slapped him on the shoulder, which made John blink. “Come on, 
let’s get back in.” 


“Oh,” said John. “Hey. You’re back.” 
“I’m back.” 


“And so are you!” John looked to Wendy and Calebros. “And... I don’t know the rest of 
them.” 


Gerard made introductions. “The Dove of Moudros, her childe Kiwi — you can’t see her, 
she’s got that Obfuscate derangement. There we go, there she is. That is Augustin, Calebros’s 
sire. That’s Radcliffe with Teeth, my sire, not to be confused with Radcliffe without Teeth.” 


“Augustin and Teeth?” said John. “Wow. Desperate times, eh?” 


Augustin just grunted. 


“We watch over our own,” said Teeth. 


Their little group stepped onto a balcony overseeing a flooded shopping centre. Fairy lights 
twisted their way across the railings on each level, and decorated the worn rubber handrails 
on the frozen escalators. An ocean of glow-in-the-dark stars gazed down on them from 
above. Wendy used to wonder how they kept them lit without needing to shine lights up 
there; Gerard had told her a Tremere had done it, enchanting them so they’d never go dim. 


“This 1s beautiful,” breathed Dove. “I’ve never been one for Warrens, but this...” 
“Wendy,” said Gerard. “You were saying about the servant?” 


“Red hair,” said Wendy. “Beautiful. Absolutely stunning. Too old to be a boy, too young to be 
a man. Flawless pale skin — “ 


“Elias Athanasios,” said Calebros. “It’s got to be Athanasios you’re talking about.” 


“T knew it,” said Wendy. “I never saw a photo of him, but I recognised Stanislava, and I know 
she talks to Athanasios all the time these nights.” 


“There’s not many redheads in Elysium,” Gerard agreed. “I’ll have to see what I can dig up 
on him... I can get into his email and comb it. Maybe Kaiser has something, too. And 
Radcliffe’s mentioned that someone’s trying to look for Sascha Vykos, and I think it was 
Athanasios. It was a Toreador, anyway.” 


“No way in hell Athanasios is a Toreador,” said Teeth. “Not if he’s connected with 
Antediluvians. If he’s as pretty as you say he is, my first instinct is Tzimisce.” 


“The Tzimisce did believe there was something under New York,” mused Augustin. “They 
left a few of their number behind to keep an eye on the situation. I’m pretty sure the 
Vykosoviches are lying low in Staten Island — “ 


“They are,” said Gerard. If Wendy knew her sire at all, he was probably annoyed that 
Augustin was implying he knew his city better than Gerard did. “Wendy saw Anastasia at 
Elysium.” 


“What?” said Augustin. 


“But they weren’t ‘left behind’ to watch for anything,” said Gerard. “The Vykosoviches 
aren’t really part of the Sabbat, they’re outsiders. I don’t even know if Anastasia is 
considered True Sabbat or not.” 


“Who the hell are the Vykosoviches?” said the Dove. “Are they related to Sascha Vykos?” 


“They’re a very specific branch of Vykos’s bloodline,” said Gerard, quickly seizing the 
opportunity to show up Augustin. “Specifically it’s one of Vykos’s childer, a grandchilde and 
a great-grandchilde. The youngest one, Anastasia, is the least powerful, but also the most 
famous — she’s a very skilled fleshcrafter, and after the Battle of New York she helped a lot 
of undercover Sabbat set up new identities as Sabbat spies, and she’s the one the antitribu 
takes Foundlings to as part of their Embrace ritual.” 


“She took on a cover identity as a Gangrel named Stanislava after the Battle of New York,” 
said Wendy, “but she didn’t join the Camarilla court until Athanasios showed up and 
introduced her earlier this year. Anastasia’s been trying to get information on Athanasios for 
months. Radcliffe and Kaiser even reached out to the Warren in Constantinople, which is the 
city where Athanasios claims to be from, but couldn’t get anything from there either.” 


“T figured there was more to Athanasios than there appeared to be,” said Gerard, “there 
always is, but Anastasia was pretty insistent that whatever his secret was, it was a lot bigger 
than your run-of-the-mill secret.” 


“T remember,” said Wendy. “She’s spooked because Athanasios basically claimed fealty to 
her specific bloodline. He does them favours and never asks for anything in return. Not a 
thing. She’s a scholar on Vykos, so she’s pretty sure that’s it, but he’s never outright asked for 
any information on Vykos.” 


“Well,” said Augustin, “looks like you finally stumbled upon his secret. Did she suspect, I 
wonder?” 


“Five minutes ago you were saying you didn’t believe in the Antediluvians,” said Gerard. 


“What are you lot even talking about?” said the Dove. “Why do you even think this 
Athanasios guy is serving Antediluvians at all?” 


So then somebody had to fill Dove in on Wendy’s experience in the tunnels during the Battle 
of New York. 


“Yeah,” said the Dove, “I’ve never been one to believe in Antediluvians, but it’s definitely 
not Nictuku. Not if he’s that pretty. My bloodline’s had run-ins with Nictuku before. They 
hate the underground.” 


“If you’re aware of Tzimisce in the local Camarilla,” said Kiwi, “why haven’t any of you 
said anything?” 


Augustin, Calebros, John and Teeth looked at her like she’d grown a second head. 


“Sorry,” said the Dove, “we don’t actually spend much time in the Warrens at Houston or 
Tucson. Kid, it’s second nature to our clan to hold on to information until we’ve got the best 
opportunity to use it.” 


“She a fledgling?” said Augustin. 
“Five years old,” said Dove. 
“How’d she not know that?” 


“Like I said, we don’t spend much time underground,” said the Dove. “We’re couriers. We 
were based in Houston until recently, but we weren’t even part of the Warren there, not 
really.” 


“Poor things,” John muttered. 


“Speak for yourself,” said the Dove. “I don’t like having people all up in my business all the 
time. Speaking of which, what are we doing?” 


“My job,” said Wendy. “I need to get into the servers. There’s information there I need 
desperately. Which reminds me, where is everyone?” 


The question was answered somewhat as they got into the server room. Pug was in there, 
spinning idly on a computer chair next to a few familiar faces. Everyone looked up when the 
door opened. 


“Hey!” Pug leapt to his feet. “You guys’re back!” 
“Hey Pug,” said Wendy. “Hey Cass. Sneeze. Mike. And —” 
“Uncle Smelly!” said Gemini. “Good to see you.” 


There was a small crowd in there. Mike was tidying up cables alongside Gemini. Mike 
squatted on top of Gerard’s chair, and Sneeze bounced up and down with excitement. 


‘“‘Where’s the team that I was getting together?” said Wendy. 


“Couldn’t make it in,” said Mike. “Lockdown. Hung around at Elysium for a bit then went 
home, according to Kaiser’s bugs.” 


“Lucky we don’t need them any more,” said Wendy, “but I’m going to owe them for wasting 
their time.” 


“Don’t let them harass you, they still got intel out of it,’ said Mike. “Pretty sure they 
understand, and if they pretend they don’t, tell them to shove it.” 


“We’ve spent the last two weeks doing fuck all,” said Sneeze. 


“You've been doing fuck all,” said Cassandra Washington, not even looking up from her 
laptop, “We’ve been sorting all the cables so that the servers are ready to go back online 
whenever Uncle Smelly gives the order. Figured we might as well do something useful with 
ourselves ‘til the evacuation is complete.” 


“We’ve also been helping move the Warren,” said Gemini. “In Uncle Smelly’s absence an 
executive decision was made to evacuate the shopping centre and move in with the antitribu 
until the all-clear is given. We’ve been moving things through one of the tunnels not even 
Cock Robin knows about. Everyone in this room is everyone who’s stayed behind.” 


"The rats?" 


"Kaiser's?" said Cass. "Stuck in lockdown with us. We've been eavesdropping with the bugs 
instead." 


“What about the Kennels?” said Wendy. 


Cass rolled her eyes. ““They’ve been moved, too, don’t worry about them.” 


“She’s young,” said Gerard. “She’ll grow out of it.” 


Wendy gave Gerard a hurt look, but he was heading for a phone on his desk. “We need the 
servers back up.” He dialled a number. He waited a moment, pulled the phone from his ear, 
plugged in a loose cable and tried again. “Local only, not online. Wendy, you said you needed 
something from them?” 


“Yeah,” said Wendy. “About that. A Nosferatu betrayed us to the NSA.” 
The room went quiet. 
“You're fucking kidding,” said Gemini. “You ’re fucking kidding.” 


“What?” said Gerard. Then: “No, not you, shut up and hold for a sec.” He put a hand over the 
phone’s mouthpiece. “Wendy, what?” 


“Director DeLaire’s agents are all compromised,” said Wendy. “There might be a few who 
got away, but her entire network went dark on the day of the Breach and every single agent 
they’ve checked so far has been busted. Every single one. DeLaire is positive it’s someone in 
her Warren that did it, and that they showed SchreckNET to the NSA. I need to get on the 
servers and track down the ID of the device that was used to Breach SchreckNET. If I can get 
that information back to DeLaire, she’ ll be able to pin someone.” 


“No, she won’t.” Mike frowned. “Whoever did this sure as hell wouldn’t use their own 
computer, they’d be dumb as shit to do that.” 


“T wouldn’t be surprised if they did,” said Wendy. “Because they didn’t even use a VPN to 
access SchreckNET. They were using Fort Meade’s IP address, not a fake one.” 


“Wow,” said Mike, “imagine how much trouble we’d be in if they had been using a VPN...” 
Everyone stood uncomfortably for a moment. 
“You sure it’s one of us?” said Mike. “’Cause that’s dumb as shit for a Nosferatu.” 


“It’s suicidal to break the Masquerade into pieces like that,” said Cass. “I’m sure everyone in 
here has broken it by accident once or twice, but deliberately, and so brazenly? They’d have 
to be suicidal. Maybe they didn’t cover their tracks because they just didn’t care.” 


A chill went down Wendy’s spine. “That would be in line with what someone else said to me 
about it. They suspect it could be a suicidal fledgling coping badly with their new life.” 


“It?d make sense,” said Cass. “Young enough to not be very savvy yet, old enough to know 
who to rat us all out to... a fledgling in Baltimore might have human family working in the 
NSA. It’d be easy for them to go up to someone they used to know, prove who they were, and 
show them SchreckNET.” 


“Fine, fine, stop bitching,” Gerard snapped into the phone. 


““We’re not supposed to be using phones,” said Mike. 


“It’s Uncle Smelly,” said Gemini. “You want to stop him?” 


2. 


“Yeah, it’s me,” said Gerard. “I — yes, I’m fine. Look, I just want to ask about the last 
dossier you sent to Anastasia. No, not that Anastasia, the Tzi —” 


“Key words!” Wendy raised her voice from where she was plugging a computer tower in 
under a desk. “The NSA are looking for key words!” 


“The Fiend,” Gerard said, quickly. “No, this is a different — the Vykos descendant. Yes, that 
Anastasia.” A pause. “I don’t care how she pronounces it! Look, I need — yes, Wendy’s here. 
She’s fine.” Gerard looked around him. “The hell are you lot staring at? Get those servers 
up!” 


Everyone broke into a hive of activity, flicking buttons and digging out keyboards. “No, Cock 
Sucker didn’t get her,” Gerard was saying. “Augustin and Teeth got us out. Teeth staked 
Theo, it was awesome. Look, can we get back on topic? — Yes, they’re fine! Everyone is 
fine! They were posing as guards!” Gerard sounded pissed, his accent getting thicker. “I don’t 
know how they — “ He sighed, pulling the phone away from his ear. “Radcliffe won’t shut 
up until you tell him how you did it.” 


“We just walked in and asked to help,” said Teeth. “The locals thought we were with Cock 
Robin, and Cock Robin thought we were local. We got a favour from the Dove of Moudros to 
pretend we were her people, and I guess Cock Robin trusted her because he let us stand guard 
over the main hall of Elysium. He didn’t let us guard you, but that turned out not to matter in 
the end, anyway.” 


“Did you hear that?” Gerard went back to the phone. “Yes, you can talk to Teeth in a minute, 
but will you shut up for five seconds so I can — that dossier you gave Anastasia, Radcliffe!” 
Pause. “You remember that thing Wendy ran into in ‘99? She reckons she saw it at — at 
court. We’re pretty sure it’s Elias Athanasios, the guy Anastasia’s worried about. Yes. Yes, 
we’re sure it’s not Nictuku, and the Dove backs that up, she’s the one — yes, Melachoate, 
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yes. 


The Dove, sitting on a desk and out of the way, arched an eyebrow. While she was occupied 
staring at Gerard, Wendy scrambled up, yanked the Dove’s family tree off the wall, and 
shoved it in a drawer before anyone in the room realised what it was. She hoped that in their 
boredom, none of their visitors had studied it too closely. 


“Athanasios, Radcliffe!” cried Gerard. “Can we get back to Athanasios?” Pause. “So he 
never found Vykos? And Anastasia’s certain he’s not Sab — ?” 


“Key words!” Wendy yelled again. From the way Gerard held the phone away from his ear, it 
sounded as if she wasn’t the only one yelling. 


“Okay, so Vykos is missing?” said Gerard. “Like, you-don’t-know-where-they-are missing or 
actually-missing missing? Oh, actually missing. Maybe someone finally bumped them off. 
Halle-fucking-lujah. No offence. Oh okay, good to know even your lot find them terrifying. 
Maybe Athanasios did it? Oh, he’s actually worried about them? That’s... concerning. 
Wendy, have you got the servers back up?” 


“You realise it takes them longer than five minutes to start up?” By now Wendy was camped 
on a swivel chair. “Did Radcliffe confirm if it was Athanasios or not?” 


“Back on topic, Radcliffe,” said Gerard. “Anything you can — okay.” He paused, for a long 
moment, interrupted by the occasional “uh-huh” or “ouais.” “Alright, thanks. Talk to you 
later. Yeah, once we’re done here we’ll move everything over there. Are the tunnels still 
secure? Okay, so most aren’t, but which one is the — oh, that one. Yeah, I know that one, 
don’t you worry. Talk to you later. 


“When all this is said and done,” said Gerard as he put down the phone, “even if we don’t 
stay with the antitribu, we should definitely move this server farm somewhere more remote. 
Just to be safe. Keep things decentralised.” 


Wendy stared at him. 

“You're seriously going to put SchreckNET back up?” said the Dove. 
“You can’t,” said Wendy. “Not after everything that’s — ” 

“We’ll be more careful next time.” 


“Are you a complete idiot?” After everything she’d done, after she’d almost been destroyed 
for him and put on the end of a Blood Hunt and — 


“Relax, it'll be fine.” He put a hand on the back of Wendy’s chair and leaned in to look over 
his shoulder. “Is it done yet?” 


“It’s done,” Wendy snapped. That asshole. That asshole. “Okay guys, you should all be able 
to get onto the local version of SchreckNET. I need you all to run some searches. Look for 
email addresses listed in Baltimore associated with neonates and fledglings under 25 years 
dead. Reset their passwords and comb through their personal emails, flag any that seem to be 
suicidal, depressed, or otherwise coping badly within the last two years. We’re checking the 
young ones first, but we’ll change the search if nothing comes up.” 


“We'll revert back to the most recent backup after this,” said Gerard. “We don’t want them to 
know their passwords have been reset.” 


“They’re not going to, because SchreckNET is offline!” snapped Wendy. 
“Everything will be restored, and — ” 
“Gerard, seriously, what the fuck?!” 


“Drop it, Wendy. This is my life’s work, it’s not going anywhere. We need what SchreckNET 
can bring us.” 


“But — 99 


“Now is not the time,” snapped Gerard. “Give me a moment to make some dummy accounts. 
I’m not giving you my master passwords.” 


The Nosferatu got to digging out laptops and booting up desktop towers until the room was 
full of the hum of hard drives. Gerard distributed admin IDs and passwords. 


“Who’s looking at the device that actually committed the Breach?” said Gemini. 


“T’m doing that,” said Wendy. “But just in case they did cover their tracks, or there’s more to 
it, | want the emails too. They might not be necessary, but...” 


“Can’t hurt.” Gemini turned back to her laptop. 
“Wendy.” Gerard reappeared at Wendy’s shoulder. “Is this the guy?” 


She looked up at the laptop he was holding. A familiar redhead grinned brilliantly back at 
her, arm around Stanislava, the apparent Gangrel, who looked mischievous but with a glint of 
reserve in her eye. 


“Yeah.” The sight of him took Wendy’s breath away. She had to stop looking. “That’s him.” 
She swallowed. “Gerard, we have bigger problems right now.” 


“If he recognised you at Elysium, he might run,” said Gerard. 


“Let him! Bigger problems!” She needed to focus. The currents of the past were pulling at 
her again, memories of his face leading the charge, but she had to focus. To her dismay, 
Gerard only started printing out information on Athanasios; between his determination to 
bring back ScreckNET, his condescending remarks regarding her views on the Kennels, and 
this, he was clearly not listening to her tonight. She hissed in frustration. 


“The Princes need to know,” said the Dove. “Kiwi and I are couriers, we’ll handle it. While 
you lot handle the email archives we’ll write up a report to print and distribute to Princes 
across the country. And to the Warrens. Kiwi told me that the Baltimore Elysia got destroyed; 
we don’t know if any others are on the list.” 


Gerard froze. “There were a /ot of Warrens and Elysia listed on SchreckNET.” 
Wendy tensed. “Uh. Including the Baltimore Warren?” 

“No,” said Gerard. “No, they’re one of the exceptions. Security reasons.” 

“Oh thank god,” Wendy breathed. 

“Tf there’s a traitor in that Warren,” said Gerard, “It won’t do any good at all.” 


“A lot of Warrens aren’t listed correctly,” said Augustin. “I’ve noticed that on my travels. The 
addresses usually lead to outposts. Better safe than sorry.” 


It made sense, Wendy realised; her kind were the Clan of Secrets, after all, and despite their 
open gossip you weren’t much of a Nosferatu if you put all your information on the internet 
for everyone to see. Not even SchreckNET. “The Elysia...” 


“T wonder how many have burned down already,” said the Dove. She was looking over 
Kiwi’s shoulder, watching her slow typing. “Smelly, do you have maps around? I need to 
plan a couple of road trips. Wendy, can you type up the report to distribute to the Princes? 
Kiwi and I can’t type for shit and we don’t know the situation like you do.” 


“Damn it, you’re right. Sneeze, come over here.” Wendy gestured to Sneeze, who came to her 
like an obedient puppy. “You need to check the access logs for me — look for activity at 
exactly 9.08AM on the morning before SchreckNET went offline. There’s still a fair amount 
of people on the west coast and Australia online at that hour, so look for the IP address 
located at Fort Meade that logs on at exactly that hour. Compile a list of pages accessed by 
that IP and for how long they were accessed, and what device they were accessed with. Once 
you’ve got the device, make a note of it so Gerard can run a search while you do the rest.” 
Once he stopped obsessing over Athanasios, anyway. 


Any device that accessed SchreckNET would have a keylogger on it. If it was a Kindred 
device, it’d point them directly to their traitor. Then she’d have access to their passwords, 
accounts, correspondence... everything stored on that machine. 


If they were lucky. If it was the NSA, they might have used a burner laptop. Even then, that 
wouldn’t help their traitor. Not with the way MasqWare worked... 


By the time Wendy wrote up a basic informational report for the Princes, the group had 
cleared some desks to make room for the Dove to spread a large map of the United States 
across them. Wendy almost tripped over Kiwi as she walked past to the printer. “Stay 
focused, Kiwi,” said the Dove without looking up. “Hey, can someone tell me if there’s a 
motel on this highway connected to the Camarilla? Kiwi won’t make it past dawn on this 
night otherwise.” 


“T’ll look it up,” said Cass. 


“How many copies of this do I need to make?” Wendy dropped the single-page report on the 
map. 


“Don’t know yet.” Dove moved it aside. “Actually, no, don’t. I’ve got a better idea. It’ll take 
longer, but it’s more secure. How many USBs do you have lying around?” 


“Like,” said Pug, “a whole tub full.” 
“How many is that?” 
“Dozens.” 


“Grab ‘em all,” said Dove. “A paper message can be intercepted. So can a USB. So here’s 
what we’re going to do — we’ll put the reports on several USBs, and once I get my hands on 
some small lockboxes I’Il put them in. Each lockbox will be assigned to a particular Elysium 
and Prince. Kiwi will go ahead of me, delivering combinations to the appropriate Princes, 
Barons and Archbishops. I’ ll follow with the USBs. That way, if either of us gets intercepted, 
the message won’t leak to the NSA. The last thing the NSA needs is to know is what we 
know about the situation.” 


“That’s a brilliant idea,” said Wendy. 


“Youre going to have to focus hard, Kiwibird,” said Dove to the empty space beside her. 
“This is going to be a really long drive, and we can’t risk someone crashing into you and 
totalling your car on the way. That’s a delay we can’t afford to have.” 


“T’ll do my best,” Kiwi appeared in the empty space, voice shaking. “I’ve gotten better at it.” 
“She turns cars invisible, too?” said Wendy. 


“Yeah,” said Kiwi. “I have a few ghouls in the insurance industry. And the used car industry. 
And the police.” 


“T’ve got a hotel for you,” said Cass, grabbing a sheet from the printer. “And also a list of 
Elysia, and their addresses, and some safehouses for each city. The NSA might have them 
after the Breach though, so be careful.” 


“Shelter’s shelter,” said Dove. “We'll make do with what we can. Now, Kiwi, I’d normally 
avoid Sabbat territory but this is something that all the sects should worry about; we’ll see 
about arranging something with the Archbishop of Atlanta for safe passage...” 


“T’ve got a device ID!” called out Sneeze. 
Wendy rushed over. 


On Sneeze’s laptop was a list of accessed websites and pages. He had a desktop active in 
front of him, too, and was making notes on a word processor of the compromising 
information found on each page. Gerard had his laptop open next to Sneeze. He was already 
logged into the keylogger archive. 


“Tt’s a Kindred device?” said Wendy. 
“Yep,” said Gerard. “Miles Erikson.” 
“What?” Oh, fuck. She’d had a feeling it might be him... 


“He’s been violating the Masquerade since his Embrace.” He beckoned for Wendy to lean 
closer. “This is his burner laptop, but by accessing SchreckNET he exposed himself to our...” 
he glanced at Sneeze. “... security measures.” Keyloggers. “So when he used his burner to 
access a hotmail address I was able to take a look at that, too. He’s been keeping touch with 
mortals he knew in life for years.” 


“You're positive it’s him?” 


“Wendy, I ran a search for the ID that Sneeze gave me,” Gerard snapped. “It’s him. He’s a 
plant. From what I’ve read here, the Society of Leopold have been planning to infiltrate our 
society since the “70s. In the late ‘80s, the son of two of their members caught the attention of 
Francesca DeLaire because of his family’s connections with the NSA. He was only fifteen, 
but his parents encouraged it and basically groomed him for the Embrace since childhood, so 
when she showed up they were thrilled.” He clicked between emails. “He didn’t even know 


what they set him up for until after DeLaire Embraced him in 1990. He was seventeen years 
old.” 


“Shit,” said Wendy. 


“He’s been feeding them information on and off,” said Gerard, progressing to another email. 
“He was furious at his parents for years, but over time they managed to wear him down and 
brought him around. Basically reminding him of the good old days, of sunlight, of friends he 
never got to see any more... and he hated the Warren. After that he started giving them 
information. He saw a lot of intel on the NSA because he was able to get his hands on 
DeLaire’s stuff. His parents covered his tracks and made sure never to act in a way that 
aroused suspicion. Then SchreckNET got bigger, he got older, was entrusted with more 
duties from DeLaire, managed to get onto her laptop...” 


“And he became a more valuable agent,” said Wendy, as Gerard showed her an email with a 
list inside — a list of the most damning SchreckNET pages on the servers. “Sneeze, can you 
cross-reference these pages — “ 


“Already done.” Sneeze gestured to his page. “The Breach followed these pages down the list 
almost exactly. There’s a detour here and there, but otherwise it’s the same.” 


“Right,” said Wendy. “Back it up. Back it all up. Make several copies of this. I don’t want 
anything going missing.” She grabbed her burner phone, looked up a number, and grabbed a 
landline. “Pieterzoon. It’s me. We’ve got our culprit. I don’t want to give you a name in case 
it pings the nearest base. Get Qadir and Isaac’s Sheriff — you’re looking for the fourteen- 
years-dead, male childe of the chief counterintel agent. Recruited at seventeen years of age. 
Ask Kaiser where you can find him, I don’t want to say anything over the phone. Yes, we’ve 
got evidence of malicious intent, we’ve got everything here. It was done on a burner laptop, 
see if you can find it, along with all of his other devices. No, I haven’t told counterintel, I 
don’t know if our mole has the phones down there tapped.” 


She didn’t realise her voice was shaking until Gerard touched her arm. 
When she hung up the phone, Augustin said, “Are they sending in a team?” 


“Not now,” said Wendy. “Sunrise is in six minutes, there.” Same timezone, but sunrise was 
twenty minutes ahead in Baltimore. She hadn’t noticed how exhausted she was until 
Pieterzoon brought that up. “First thing tomorrow they’re going in.” 


“You know you could’ve done all this on night one, right?” said Gemini. 


“No, we couldn’t,” said Gerard. “We had to prioritise getting word to the Camarilla, and by 
the time we did that they wanted Wendy and I arrested. Wendy had to leave. We hadn’t even 
thought it might be a mole, we just thought they’d accessed it some other way. If we’d 
known, we'd have found this information right away. If I’d accessed the servers like the 
Camarilla wanted me to, I’d have only hastened our destruction.” At the accusatory look Cass 
gave him, he raised his hands. “Fat lot of good either of us could’ve done if we were 
destroyed. We’re not throwing ourselves on our swords for Kindredkind, not when the cat’s 


already out of the bag. We thought we needed Wendy down in Baltimore, not up here. I 
needed to stay alive to keep the Camarilla distracted from her.” 


“Turns out I was just doing it the long way,’ Wendy muttered in frustration. “From night one 
I said that it wasn’t nearly as important as getting the word out and heading to Baltimore. 
Damn it. I can’t believe it. You were gone for hours — if I’d just done what you told me to 
do, by the time you came back from Elysium and Calebros arrived, I'd have had a name for 
the Camarilla already and a file full of evidence!” 


“We both thought we had bigger fires to put out.” Gerard rose, and squeezed her shoulder as 
he started leading her out of the room. “Baltimore had to be warned. If it weren’t for the 
arrest, you’d have stayed and taken care of it by the end of the night.” 


“Where are we going?” said Wendy. 


Gerard turned her around just outside the server farm door and held her by both her 
shoulders. “You are going to bed.” 


“Tt’s still twenty minutes ‘til dawn!” 


“And you are a fledgling.” Gerard squeezed her shoulders again. “So you should’ve started to 
feel the sun’s touch forty minutes ago.” 


She couldn’t deny that. Now she knew what time it was, her exhaustion was getting harder to 
ignore. “I can help — “ 


“We have a whole team here,” says Gerard. “We have Sneeze and Cass and the rest, we have 
the couriers and Calebros, and our sires are here. Go to bed, Wendy.” 


“T need to go to Baltimore first thing in the evening.” Wendy rubbed her eye. “I need to be 
down there. Will you wake me after sunset?” 


“You don’t need to go to Baltimore,” said Gerard. “Not any more. We have everything we 
need here.” He smiled down at her. “Your job’s done, Wendy. We have the evidence, 
Pieterzoon will arrest Erikson. I’m sure Kaiser will come back up once it’s taken care of. You 
did well, Wendy — “ 


“Most of it was totally unnecessary,” Wendy grumbled. 


“You did well.” Gerard looked at her meaningfully. “You acted with the information you had, 
just like anyone else would’ve done, but unlike anyone else you went above and beyond. You 
think any normal fledgling would have Jan Pieterzoon doing what she tells him to do, hmm?” 


Wendy gave a weak laugh. 


“You did well.” He pulled her into a tight hug. Wendy clung to him, hiding her face in his 
neck and leaning into him. 


Cock Robin had almost destroyed him because she’d come back. She could only imagine 
how she’d have felt if he’d been destroyed, only to come down into the Warren and realise 


the evidence had been here all along. The realisation left her shaking. 


“Come on.” It wasn’t until Gerard finally pulled away that Wendy realised she was falling 
asleep. “Go to bed. If something happens, I’Il wake you, alright?” 


Wendy nodded, fighting a yawn. 
“Go on.” Gerard chuckled and shook his head at it. “Shoo. You’re done. Shoo.” 


She obeyed. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, she returned to her own, familiar 
bed. The bed she’d had for ten years. 


Home. 
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Her first thought upon waking was, “Really? Again? That’s the second Frenzy I’ve had in a 
day!” 


The second was, “Wait. What Frenzy?” 
The third was, “Why is everything on fire?” 
The fourth was, “Oh, right, that’s why I’m in Frenzy.” 


It felt like she was a passenger in her own body — one moment she’d been in bed, the next 
her body had vaulted itself to the other side of the room and thrown itself down on the 
ground, an old Kindred instinct to get away from flames that licked up. No, you idiot, the 
door's on the other side of the fire! Her body didn’t listen, cramming itself in the corner. It 
didn’t care which direction it went in, it just had to get away, away, away! 


“Tm detecting activity,” came a stranger’s muffled voice. “Saw some movement at ten 
o’clock. Investiga — aaaauuugggghhh!” 


Ripping. Tearing. Snarling. Something bled, and /oudly, with whimpers and little cries she 
could hear even over the fire. God, why was fire so loud? And Gerard, squatting over the 


body, ripping it to shreds through hard plastic clothing, then reeling and screaming as flames 
jetted towards him — 


Her Beast surged with such power that she briefly blacked out, teleporting from underneath a 
table to the back of the room, pinned against the wall behind Gerard and trying to squirm free 
from the weight of him. She couldn’t remember moving. Gerard snarled at the intruders. 
Figures came in through the doorway, oxygen tanks on their backs. Some had flamethrowers. 
Some had guns. All had crosses on their fireproof gear, crosses that hurt to look at, so much 
that the Beast yowled and Wendy looked away. 


Shit. They were trapped. They were fucking trapped. It was so hot in here. She turned as best 
as she could with Gerard pinning her with his back, and clawed at the wall. Protean would 
help here. Protean would be useful. She needed claws to rip away the drywall. 


But she didn’t have Protean. 


She did have Animalism. So, keeping her eyes shut to avoid the sight of the flames, willing 
herself to concentrate, she sent out a call. She still had enough blood to spare. /gnore the fire. 
Kill the intruders. 


A plume of fire lit up what she could see of the wall. She snarled and wriggled again, 
helplessly. 


Someone yelped, “A rat just bit me!” 

“What, through your suit?” 

“Yes!” 

“Ack, one just crawled up my leg and — ouch!” 

“Shoot them and let’s get out of here, it’s getting too hot in — oh my god, that’s a lot of rats!” 
“One got into my suit!!” 

“Shoot them, shoot them!” 


Gunshots. Something hot slammed into Wendy’s hand, making her yell. Gerard shrieked, and 
the sound hurt her right in the Beast, enough that her Frenzy came back and tried to thrash 
her way out from behind him, stopped only by the force of him holding her there. 


She could smell vitae. It wasn’t hers. 


(She remembered this smell from another life, waking up on cold tiled floors with the taste of 
it on her tongue, blinking up into a dark room that shouldn’t have been so bright without any 
light sources, just before the agony of the Change swallowed her for days — ) 


More gunshots. More waves of heat. 


And the screaming. The screaming. Only some of it was human. The rest of it was too high 
pitched to be. 


Rats. Kaiser’s rats. The ones her Warren had been looking after in his absence, the ones 
who’d been kept close to the Warren without Kaiser keeping them busy. Wendy craned her 
neck to look. Dozens — no, hundreds — swarmed up the hunters, biting and shrieking and 
tearing. One of the hunters panicked and turned the flamethrower on the mass, sending 
Wendy into Rotschreck all over again. As she squirmed against the wall, eyes screwed shut in 
a blind panic, she smelled burning fur. 


The sprinkler system finally kicked in. The heat began to die down. By the time it was safe to 
look, the hunters were dead on the ground in a nest of rats. Some of the rats were dead. Most 
were still alive. 


Gerard’s Frenzy released them both, finally letting Wendy stagger free from behind him. She 
grabbed him before he could collapse and helped him back to his feet. 


“How the hell did they find us?” It took all her willpower to keep her eyes on him as she 
spoke, to stay calm as the sprinklers soaked through her clothing and suffocated the last 
embers in the room. Her Beast’s fear shrank more and more. “Our Warren wasn’t listed on 
SchreckNET. Did the arrest fail? Did Erikson — ” 


“It can’t have failed,” said Gerard, clinging to her arms. He sounded exhausted. “It’s the 
middle of the day. They won't have even done it yet.” 


“Then how — ?” 


“T don’t know,” said Gerard. “Maybe they tapped Pieterzoon’s phone. Maybe they tapped our 
phone. I don’t know.” 


“Fuck,” said Wendy. “If they tapped Pieterzoon’s phone then they’d have hit the Baltimore 
Warren — ” 


Outside, Wendy heard echoing yells and footsteps. 


“We need to go.” Gerard grabbed Wendy like a disobedient childe, and dragged her out. 
“Before they pin us down again.” 


Wendy directed the ghouled rats ahead of them in a wave. Some were too injured to obey, 
struggling to follow her directions. Her heart bled for them, but there wasn’t any time to stay 
to put them out of their misery or heal them. Not with her sire pulling her away. 


Hunters ran along the balcony towards them, flamethrowers burping. 
Fuck. 


Gerard made to drag her off again, but Wendy stopped him. “The servers! We can’t let them 
get the servers! All the intel we got from our keyloggers is there!” 


In the flickering light of encroaching fire, Gerard went white. 


“That,” he breathed, “would be a worse breach than the one that’s happened already!" 
So much worse. 
“T’ll go.” Wendy made to run past him, but his grip on her tightened. 


“No,” he said, pulling her away. “J’// go. [ll destroy everything, you get the hell out of here. 
The others have already gone, just — “ 


“The hunters will follow you.” To buy them time, Wendy directed the rats towards the 
gaining hunters. The hunters stopped in their tracks, then backed up, aiming their 
flamethrowers at the wave in front of them. “I?ll distract them.” 


“Wait,” said Gerard. “Hold on, no — “ 

“Go!” Wendy shoved him. “Get the fuck out of here!” 
Gerard hesitated for only a moment, face full of horror. 
Then he turned and sprinted to the server rooms. 


Wendy turned to face the oncoming hunters. With the balcony to her left and Gerard behind 
her, his footsteps were silent underneath the screams of hundreds of burning rats. Thank God 
she’d left Scabbers and Reepicheep in Baltimore. She had a plan, but Gerard needed to get 
out of sight first. 


Once more, she invoked Animalism to send out a mental summons. Not to the rats still 
fighting in front of her, reinforced with ghoulish Fortitude, but deeper, further down... 


There were things in the water below. 


There were only a few dozen rats left. The burning ones kept throwing themselves at the 
hunters under her compulsion. She reached out to the railing, digging her fingers in as her 
Beast snarled and roared inside her, but the flames were far enough away she could keep it 
under control. 


When the wave of rats began to fail, when the hunters began to aim their guns at her, she 
vaulted herself over the hedge of fairy lights. 


She fell. 
I really need to stop making a habit of jumping off things, she thought. 


She hit the water. Or rather, the water hit her with the power of a speeding truck and all the 
flexibility of a cement floor. Her ribs cracked in the split second before the surface tension 
broke and permitted inertia to send her down, down into the black, down into the deep. 


She opened her eyes. 


It wasn’t like when she was human, when opening her eyes underwater made them hurt, 
made everything blurry. Her eyes didn’t feel like they were open. Did she have a transparent 
eyelid? She must — it felt like her eyelids were closed, but she could see. The water was near 
black, but she made out shapes in the gloom. Something scaly brushed her legs. 


Back up had arrived. 
Inertia released her. Slowly, her body floated upwards. 
She broke the surface. 


The nictitating membrane slid away as if on reflex. On the top level hunters leaned over the 
railings, illuminated by the fairy lights. 


She swam to the half-submerged, rusted travelators. There used to be a supermarket tucked 
below where the waterline was now, so instead of another pair of escalators, the engineers 
had put in the electronic, metal ramps instead. They’d fit her purposes perfectly. She squatted 
inside one, looking up at the hunters, letting them see her. They shouted as they spotted her, 
and ran from the railings — all except one, who stared at her through an oxygen mask as 
water from the sprinklers rained down on them all like a storm. 


None of them went after Gerard. 
Good. 


Some of the hunters gathered at the railings lower down, aiming guns and crossbows. Wendy 
slipped back into the water to dodge. A bullet nicked her shoulder, but it barely hurt 
compared to the pain of her ribs and hand. 


She hadn’t been shot since she was mortal and on the run from the Nosferatu. One of Thomas 
Arturo’s ghouls had shot her, then, taking off one of her ears and burying a second bullet in 
her ribs. 


She was made of stronger stuff, now. Her injuries didn’t slow her down. 


Under the rain, she played with them. A hunter would aim at her, and she’d spring into the 
water like a seal sliding off an ice floe, then surface again on the roof of an installation, or a 
stall, or climb up a statue jutting out of the water like a monkey, or back onto the travelators. 


“What is it doing?” called out a voice. 
“Tt’s playing with us!” cried the hunter at the top level. 


Wendy counted them. All the hunters who’d faced the rats at top were in sight, either trying 
to shoot her or starting to approach the travelator. 


The sprinklers stopped. Everyone was damp, but only Wendy was wet. 


“But why?” said one, approaching the top of the travelator. She wanted to sing out, come 
closer, my pretty! but that would give the game away. “Why play games with us? Why would 


it do that?” 
“Because we play with our food!” she yelled out. 
“Holy shit!” said the hunter. “It can talk!” 


“We can all talk!” Wendy sang from the statue she clung to. “Every single one of us! You 
think we stopped being people just because we look different now?” 


She pushed off just in time for a crossbow stake to smack into the statue, taking a chip of 
stone with it. Both splashed into the water. A bullet hit her arm as she swam back to the 
travelators. 


“Don’t let it distract you!” called out the woman from above. “Don’t listen to it, just fucking 
kill it!” 


“We can’t burn it when it’s in the water!” 
“So shoot it, you idiot!” 


There were three of them at the top of the travelators, now. Wendy took a few steps up. 
Closer, closer, come on... 


A stake slammed harmlessly into her shoulder; a long, thin thing, barely thicker than an 
arrow. Wendy fled back into the water. 


“We’re all people, you know.” Wendy climbed back up the statue, using it as a shield. A 
bullet took off another jutting piece of stone. “I was like you, once. I worked in a bank in 
downtown Manhattan. Nine to five. The week Nelson Mandela was elected President of 
South Africa was the week I discovered vampires were real.” 


“Ignore it,” yelled the woman. “Shoot it, shoot it!” 
“T’ve landed three shots!” protested one of the hunters. “It hasn't done shit!” 


“Drag it out of the water,” said another. “If we get the flamethrower on it quickly enough, itll 
dust it before the sprinklers can kick in again and save it.” 


“You'll have to catch me first!” said Wendy. 


A stake hit her square between the eyes, making her entire vision flicker a starry black. She 
fell off the statue and into the water. 


The hunters groaned when she broke the surface again. 
“It’s not going to grab us and drown us, is it?” said one of the hunters. 


“Not if we’re quick,” said another. “There’s three of us down here and one of it.” 


No, Wendy didn’t say, because not even her infamous running mouth could ruin this now. 
There 8 three of you, and eight of us. 


Something touched her arm underwater, disturbing the surface. 


“Where’s the second one gone?” said another hunter — not one of the three, not the woman 
above, but a man a level above the travelators. “I’m sure there were two.” 


“Fuck!” Their commander from above whirled around. “It’s distracting us, that’s what it’s 
doing!” 


“No point looking for him,” Wendy sang. “He’s long gone now, just as I intended.” 
“We'll get it later,” said their commander, “but watch your backs in case it returns!” 


That made them too paranoid to come down the travelators for a while, but when Gerard 
didn’t appear, they got a little braver. They were halfway to the water’s edge now. They 
didn’t send out shots any more, conserving their ammo, so Wendy got a little braver, crawling 
up a little farther on four limbs like Gollum before she retreated. It wasn’t too long until the 
hunters’ impatience won over caution, getting close enough to try to grab at her to drag her 
up. She lured them down, closer, closer, until they were a yard away from the water and... 


Perfect. 
“Say hello to my little friends!” she shrilled, and released the backup. 


They swarmed up the travelators — seven of them, seven massive alligators. One was a vivid 
white. They were bigger than any normal gator, so big they had to lurch up each aisle of the 
travelator in single file. 


One of the hunters shrieked, and in her haste to get away, crashed into the ones behind her 
and fell. A gator grabbed her, its massive jaws swallowing her leg. Another pulled itself over 
the handrails and seized a second hunter before he could run. Both gators climbed the rails 
and plunged back into the water with their prey, leaving five free to continue their unnaturally 
fast assault. The third hunter thought he was safe because he ran, and made the mistake of 
slowing before he looked over his shoulder. 


It was a mistake he made only once. 


Something heavy splashed into the water not far from where Wendy clung to the statue. She 
looked up, just in time to see Gerard chucking another armful of laptops from the top level. 


He sent her a salute. 
All clear. 
Wendy returned it, and dove into the water one last time. 


This time, she didn’t return to the surface. 


She hadn’t been under the floodwaters until now, but she knew there were tunnels leading 
out. It was pitch black underneath the surface, but she didn't need to see. The nictitating 
membrane protected her eyes. 


Instead, a sea of input came to her through the whisker-like hairs all over her body. They 
sprouted at odd areas all over her body in clumps of two or three — at the corners of her 
elbows, at the edges of her shoulders, jutting out of her back like fins. Hairs she used to find 
quirky at best, annoying at worst. They made dressing uncomfortable when the clothes 
tugged over them. 


Now, she knew what they were for. 


She shed most of her clothes except for her underwear, the body whiskers free to read her 
surroundings, free to detect every minute change of current. Even from here, she could feel 
the gators back in the shopping centre, rolling underwater with their prey. 


The current moved around obstacles and walls in the water, reporting it to the whiskers in her 
body. She could sense that the passage she was in was narrow even without touching any 
walls. She knew where the walls were. She knew how deep she was from the way the water 
tightened around her whiskers when she went further down. She could feel the rumbling of 
NYC traffic far above, and the vibration of more water past the walls and floors and roofs. 
There was water far above her, in other twisting passages past the thick rock. Water far 
beneath her. It moved against walls, creating vibrations in solid mass that transferred into the 
water she was in. 


She felt more than she’d see if a light illuminated everything around her. 


She swam easily, with hands webbed to the first knuckle. She swam for hundreds of yards 
and left the shopping centre far behind. She pointed herself up. The pressure was lighter 
there. There was something odd about the way the water felt up in that direction, and she 
knew why — because there was air. 


She broke the surface. 


She stepped onto a sandy bank in the labyrinth. The air was less black here, but only slightly; 
even she, of the clan with the eyes most evolved for the dark, could barely make anything out 
around her. Even now, she realised, if she paid special attention to the input her whiskered 
body gave her, she could sense the change of gentle currents in the air. She’d never noticed 
that before. Never noticed that the toughness of the soles of her bare feet, which easily 
protected her against pebbles as she climbed the bank, had ever had a purpose. 


The Nosferatu were not just supposed to burrow. They were supposed to swim. They were 
made to navigate the deep subterranean caves of the earth with their whiskers, meant to step 


over sharp rocks with tough-hided feet, meant to hear walls and movement around them with 
keen, asymmetrical ears. The hearing in one of her ears had always been off as it did not 
grow back with her Embrace, but the second worked perfectly. 


She had forgotten. Five years ago, she had had to use that hearing to navigate her way 
through black tunnels as the Battle of New York raged above her, as she struggled, lost, in the 
dark. 


And she needed it again, now. 


Because for the second time in her life, Wendy was lost under New York. 


She tried to find her way back, but senses were no replacement for a map and a good sense of 
direction, of which Wendy had neither. Maybe if she’d been more in touch with her Nosferatu 
body since the beginning — more in tune with the earth, with currents and movement of air 
and water, she would be practiced enough to find her way back in her sleep. 


(And she did sleep. Because it was day far above, day when the hunters had paid the Warren 
a visit, day when she’d fled. She curled up on the bank and slept the rest of the day away, and 
rose when her body told her night had come.) 


But she wasn’t in tune with ten years of instincts, only ten years of cyberspace, of 
programming languages, intel, email, and keyloggers. She was alone in pitch darkness for 
only the second time in her life, unprepared to find her way back. Few lessons could be 
imparted without experience, but she clung to them gratefully — the lessons that told her she 
must not panic, that she must listen to the dark, that she should spare her blood in case she 
was down here for nights. 


In case the thing under New York found her again. 


Elias Athanasios. That was his name. He had a name. In hindsight, of course he had a name, 
but he’d been such an ethereal creature it had never occurred to her how human he was. Did 
he have loved ones? Had he had a family, once? What kind of life did he have before he died, 
before he was bound to the stone and the water and the sand down here? Did he still feed 
Nosferatu to his dark master, whoever it might be? Was it the Tzimisce Antediluvian, as 
Wendy had always known deep down since she’d found its work in the tunnels? Was it even 
still here — she had yet to encounter any fleshy walls or tendrils — or had Athanasios gone 
above ground because it had decided to leave him behind? 


Nosferatu still got lost in the deep underground, these nights. Few still made it back. They 
didn’t need to be eaten for torpor to take them if they staggered around long enough. And 
she’d never done anything to prepare herself for it to happen again. Even Gerard had said it 
wouldn’t. 


Well. 
It was happening. Right here, right now. 
And she still had no idea how to find her way out. 


But this time she was a little less scared. This time she didn’t avoid the water. This time she 
submerged herself in any body of it she could find, listening for what it told her about the 
walls around her and the water above her. The smaller bodies of water could tell her very 
little, but if she sat still in it long enough, she could eventually hear what it had to say. The 
rocks could only muffle so much. 


She did not go so deep below this time. She was quite certain she was somewhere near the 
surface. Each time she began to go too deep, her instincts let her know, and she turned back. 
This time she encountered no flesh, no limbs, no eyes. 


But she still couldn’t find her way back out. 


This time she was aware when day came. This time she didn’t mistake the daysleep for 
moments of lapsed attention. She felt each sunchange in her bones, in her body, in a way that 
she couldn’t when she’d been only five. Ten seemed little older, and yet, in terms of listening 
to instincts cultivated since Caine — it was enough to stop things from getting worse. 


She tried to call down some rats to lead her back to the surface, and a couple even found her. 
None knew how to get out any more than she did, and the scent trails back were muddled by 
puddles and trickles of water, so she reclaimed the blood she spent in the summoning of them 
by draining them dry and then continued. 


And then, after three nights, she felt it in the water: footsteps sent subtle vibrations through 
solid stone and liquid. 


She waited, as the footsteps crunched through sand. 


It took their owner less than an hour to find her. Less than an hour to appear around a corner, 
confronting her in all its sculpted beauty. 


“Elias Athanasios,” she said. “I am glad to see you’re wearing clothes, this time.” 


“Wendy Taylor.” He spoke English, though a remnant of his old language remained in his 
accent. This time she recognised it: Eastern European. “And I can see you're wearing less." 


“Your English is better,” said Wendy. 
“T can actually speak it now,” said Elias, “though I can’t quite shake the accent.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” said Wendy. “Accents are part of who we are.” The Aussie accent 
was what made her her. The French accent was what made her sire Gerard. “Are you going to 
take me away?” 


“Yes,” said Elias. 


“Are you going to have me consumed?” 


“Mmm.” He gave her a sad smile, like the one he’d given her five years before. “Not this 
time, no.” 


“That’s the first good news I’ve heard in a while,” said Wendy. 


He gave a soft laugh. “Your sire is missing you, by the way. He’s not coming himself this 
time. He’s placing a lot of trust in me right now. I don’t expect it’s very often people ask the 
servants of Antediluvians for their help.” 


“The Eldest,” said Wendy. “You’re Tzimisce.” 


“My clan has lost its way these nights,” said Elias, sadly. “And so have many old friends I 
used to hold dear. It’s not the same these nights. The humans have chased the stars from the 
sky and the Tzimisce have gone to war for several long, long centuries. There’s so little 
greenery above.” He sighed. “I miss the green almost most of all.” 


“You said my sire sent you?” Wendy didn’t move from the small pool she sat in. 


“My phone rang not long after sunset,” said Athanasios, taking a step closer to her in the 
dark. “A dear friend of mine was on the other end of it. She was terrified. The Nosferatu had 
her by the balls, she said, and they were leaning on her to get to me. They wanted me to come 
down here to look for you, and deliver you alive and unharmed to your sire. I wondered why 
they were so specific in their wording. Now I see why. I suppose they’re worried I’ll destroy 
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you. 
“Will you?” said Wendy. 


“No.” Athanasios shrugged. “I doubt the Camarilla would believe you if you told them who I 
was. There’s no need to destroy you. And even if there was, my friend means quite a lot to 
me. I don’t want anything to happen to her.” 


“Anastasia, right?” 


“You can pronounce it right,” said Athanasios. “Most people don’t. She finds it most 
unamusing.” 


“The Nosferatu have worked with her before,” said Wendy. “But you should know, if she said 
what she did to you over a landline — she could be in danger. The NSA are listening out for 
key words spoken over the phones. Landlines can be traced to specific addresses. That’s why 
the Camarilla banned the phones.” 


“There were hunters at the meeting place.” Athanasios breathed. “At the Statue of Liberty.” 
He swore in a language she didn’t recognise. “The New York Elysium was destroyed — “ 


“What?” said Wendy. 


“ —_ around the time your Warren was attacked.” He closed his eyes. “They are moving 
quickly. Please allow me a moment. I need to speak to Stasya.” 


Wendy watched him, and waited. He remained still, eyes closed, body unmoving. 


Around them, the silence enveloped them. The water was still. No air currents disturbed 
Wendy's whiskers. The rocks yawned above them. 


His eyes opened. 
“They are safe,” he said. “They are leaving their haven now.” 


“Did you just use telepathy?” said Wendy. “Just how powerful are you to do that from down 
here?” 


Athanasios only smiled at her. “Powerful enough to look out for my friends.” He offered her 
a hand. “Come.” 


“Am I really supposed to believe you have friends?” Wendy took it, nonetheless. 


“You do not have to.” Athanasios began to lead her off. Up, this time. ““Nastasya does not. 
She does not know I know, but your kin didn’t actually threaten her. They offered her 
information about my meeting with you five years ago in exchange for her to get me to help 
you. She did not need to lie, but with Kindred society being what it is... I do not blame her. 
Nor do I blame her for going behind my back. She does not trust me.” 


“What about Vykos?” said Wendy. “I know you’re looking for them. She studies them. Is that 
what you’re using her for? To get at Vykos?” 


“Not at Vykos, no,” said Athanasios. “No. I just wish to keep an eye on him. Them, I mean. 
Make sure they are okay.” 


“Just for selfless reasons, I’m sure,” said Wendy. 


“No.” Athanasios smiled at her, sadly. “Completely selfish ones. If I was being selfless, I 
would not watch over them at all. No, I... knew them a long time ago. Before they became 
the creature they are tonight. I was... part of what made them what they became.” 


“You made them a monster?” 


“T suppose I did,” Athanasios murmured. “He used to be someone else entirely. Quiet. He 
loved to read. Back in those nights, he loved nothing more than to be left alone with his 
books.” He smiled, sadly. “Anastasia is a lot like who he used to be. They, I mean, who they 
used to be. That’s why I grew so fond of her. She is much sillier than they were, much louder 
than they were when she’s excited, but much like Myca, she prefers to keep a tight-knit 
family around her, to spend her nights away from sectarian politics and just... read.” 


“Sounds a lot like the Nosferatu,” said Wendy. “That desire to just spend time with family 
and not have to worry about the outside world.” 


“Yes,” said Athanasios. “Unfortunately, Myca... couldn’t keep the outside world away 
forever. It came to them. They were corrupted. They are not who they used to be any more. 
But from what I’ve heard, they are still in there, somewhere. Deep beneath the corruption, 


I’ve been told, is my Myca, still doing what they can to surround themselves with their 
beloved books and shut out the world.” 


Wendy thought of Miles Erikson, clinging to his old world like the ancient creature she 
walked with, arm in arm. How his refusal to let go of that world was leading to the 
destruction of his new one. 


She thought of Gerard, too, who wanted to bring SchreckNET back. How he saw nothing 
wrong with the Nosferatu tradition of keeping the Kennels. Of her clan as a whole, who 
embraced new technology easily but rarely new ideas. 


Thank god the Kennels had been moved before the hunters struck. 
“Sometimes,” she said, “it’s best to let go of the past.” 


“T do not even know how to begin doing that,” said Athanasios. “I find that the best way to 
plot a course forward is to look back at where you have been and remember how you got 
here. I have no illusions of a future with my Myca again. So in the meantime... I watch over 
the descendants that remind me the most of what they used to be.” 


‘“‘Anastasia.” 


“And her sire and grandsire,” said Athanasios. “Sascha... left their childe traumatised. Most 
of them were, I hear, but where most of them either perished or accepted their fate in the 
Sabbat, Grigori broke away to shield Norman, and later Nastasya, from it. Anastasia and 
Norman have never met Sascha. Grigori has worked hard to keep it that way.” 


Not everyone had been as lucky as Wendy when it came to sires. Even in the Warren. “I 
guess sometimes you have to look the past in the eye to protect your future.” 


“Yes,” said Athanasios, softly. 


“T found out how the Breach happened,” Wendy said. “It was a fledgling. His parents had 
been hunters, and he was angry at them. He tried that, for a while, tried to look his past in the 
eye, tried to protect himself and his Warren from them. He tried, but he failed. In the end, he 
betrayed us. In the end, his past came for us all.” She glanced at Athanasios. “Don’t make the 
mistakes he did. If you care at all for that little coterie of Vykosian bastards... don’t bring the 
devil to their door.” 


“T will remember.” Gently, he squeezed her arm. “Thank you.” 


One last question troubled her, as the tunnels he took her through started to look familiar. 
“Did you ever meet Allegra?” 


“The name sounds familiar,” mused Elias. Then: “Yes. Yes, I do. A Nosferatu woman?” 


“Yes,” said Wendy. “Disappeared in 1998. She was the sire of my friend, John, who was 
Embraced only a few weeks before me.” 


“T always asked them their names,” said Elias, softly. “Yes. I remember Allegra.” 


Wendy asked no more questions. 


He’d already given her the answers she was looking for, after all. 
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[TRANSCRIPTION #13,452. 12/03/2004. Recorded by Radcliffe without Teeth, 
transcribed by Gemini, edited by Sparky. | 


[TRANSCRIBER ’S NOTE by GEMINI 12/04/2004: Please fact check ???upper-class 
variant. Please clarify blanks and queries.] 


[TRANSCRIBER ’S NOTE BY SPARKY 12/04/2004: What the hell are all the “???”s?] 


[TRANSCRIBER ’S NOTE BY GEMINI 12/06/2004: Those are the blanks, i.e. the 
words that were too unclear for me to transcribe. If put before a word, it means I’m not 
sure if I heard the word correctly and want another opinion, or is otherwise just a mark 
that’ll be referred to in a TN. Standard transcriber stuff, ask Leggy to explain it 
because Gerard’s just about to drag me down to Baltimore.] 


[TRANSCRIPTION TITLE: Vykosovich Files, item #402.] 
INDIVIDUALS PRESENT IN RECORDING: 


GERARD RAFIN, ADMINISTRATOR OF SCHRECKNET — Childe of Radcliffe with 
Teeth. Speaks in a distinct French accent. Its thickness remains consistent with previous 


conversations with non-New York Nosferatu, rather than the lighter accent he adopts with 
individuals making haven in his home Warren. Unlike previous conversations with 
“outsiders,” he is not making a show of being as disgusting as possible, e.g. hawking and 
spitting, and his demeanor is more reminiscent of his “home” personality. See Dossier #0012 
for further information, along with his entry in ENCYCLOPEDIA VAMPIRICA . 


ANASTASIA NORMANOVA VYKOSOVICHNA — Childe of NORMAN COSGROVE. 
Speaks in an accent that mixes Russian with New York African-American, although she does 
not speak with AAVE in this recording. See Dossier #0573 for further information, along 
with her entry in ENCYCLOPEDIA VAMPIRICA . 


NORMAN COSGROVE — Childe of GRIGORI VERENICH. British accent [???upper- 
class variant]. Demeanor consistent with previous recordings. See Dossier #0319 for further 
information. No ENCYCLOPEDIA VAMPIRICA entry. 


GRIGORI VERENICH — Childe of SASCHA VYKOS [see Dossier #0007 _]. Thick 
Russian accent. Demeanor consistent with previous recordings. See Dossier #0320 for further 
information, along with his entry in ENCYCLOPEDIA VAMPIRICA . 


[BEGIN TRANSCRIPTION] 
GERARD RAFIN: Vykosovich. 


ANASTASIA NORMANOVA VYKOSOVICHNA: [Speaking in a thick Russian accent] 
Uh. Who the hell is this? I am guessing you are one of ours because phone won’t stop 
ringing, but we are not supposed to use phone right now — 


BACKGROUND VOICE, IDENTIFIED LATER AS NORMAN COSGROVE: ??? 
should have disconnected the ??? me that — 


ANV: Shoo, I’m talking here. 
[BACKGROUND] NC: Give me that ??? 


GR: You must be Anastasia Normanova Vykosovichna. Youngest of the Vykosoviches. Poses 
as someone named Stanislava Petrova. Good. You’re the one I want to talk to. 


ANV: Great. This is part where you show off everything you know about me, I am guessing? 
GR: No, I’d be here all night and I don’t have time for that. 
ANV: Ouch. 


GR: First up, mind your words while we’re talking. The enemy’s got the phone lines tapped, 
any keyword you drop in relation to our condition will get you pinged. If this were a cell 
phone you’d be fine, because one cell phone tower covers thousands of people... but 
unfortunately, this is a landline. If either of us drops so much as one wrong word, your home 
address will be exposed and you won’t see another sunset. 


GR: So, piece of advice: ditch the landline and get a cell. And be very, very_careful on this 
call. 


ANV:... Who are you? You are from, uh, intelligence, I am guessing. 


GR: Opposite side, but I call in peace. I don’t know if my own name’s a keyword, but just in 
case it is... you know that whole situation with the internet that just went tits up a few weeks 
ago? Yeah, I was the guy arrested for it all. The inventor. 


ANV: [Her accent becomes a little less thickly Russian at this point, though still notable.] ... 
Holy shit. What are you calling me for? Heard you got busted outta jail, congratulations on 
that. 


GR: I don’t have time. I’ve got a deal to offer you. 
[BACKGROUND] GRIGORI VERENICH: ??? that, Nasten’ka? 
[BACKGROUND] ANV: Uncle Smelly. 

GR: [Cursing in French] What did I fucking tell her about keywords... 


[BACKGROUND] GV: Oh. He must want some fleshcrafting done. No wonder he has been 
blowing phone off hook. 


[BACKGROUND] ANY: Oh right, I should have seen this coming! 


ANV: Well, yeah, you wouldn’t be the first guy in hot water to want a new face, but you’d 
definitely be the most high-profile one. 


GR: I’m not calling for plastic surgery. I need something from Elias Athanasios, and I know 
you’re in good with him. 


ANV:... Of course you know, you’re Nos — 

GR:— Watch it! 

ANV: [???cursing in ???Russian] 

ANV: Right. Okay. We’re going to have to be very careful here. Hold on a sec — 
GR: I don’t have time for this — 

[BACKGROUND] ANV: Do we have another place we can hole up today? 
[BACKGROUND] GV: There’s ???Sulk Room. 


[BACKGROUND] NC: Stop calling it that! Or at least call it “the” ???sulk room, you daft 
idiot, you’ve spoken English for over a hundred years and you ??? definite articles ??? 


[BACKGROUND] GV: [Laughter] ??? 


[BACKGROUND] NC: ??? you! 


[BACKGROUND] ANV: Do you mind if we use it for the near future, Norm? ‘Cause this 
phone call might bring the hunters down on us. 


GR: [Annoyed noises] 
[BACKGROUND] GV: ??? 
[BACKGROUND] NC: ??? worth our while if our haven is going to be ??? 


[BACKGROUND] GV: You are just mad we are invading ???Sulk Room. 


[BACKGROUND] NC: I’m going to ??? Roan peck you to death. 
GR: I don’t have time for this! Are you there, Vykos? 


ANV: Vykosovichna. There ’s a place Norm goes when he’s mad at Grigori, and he said we 
can stay there if there’s trouble. You sure that that word you just used isn’t a keyword? 
They’re pretty infamous these nights. 


GR: We need a favor from Athanasios and we’re choosing you as our ???broker. We need 
someone to go into the tunnels under New York and he knows them well. 


ANV: Huh? He’s never mentioned — 
GR: Don’t interrupt, whelp. 


[BACKGROUND] GV: ??? [???Transcriber ’s Note: Possibly angry Russian 
muttering??? Hard to tell. Radcliffe, what do you think? ] 


GR: We need him to extract a young one that got lost and take her safely to... let’s say the 
headquarters of my counterpart’s intelligence, if you catch my drift? 


ANYV: Yeah, I think I understand, but — 
GR: He does you favors, no strings attached, doesn’t he? 
ANV: Yeah, but why should I — 


GR: Get him to agree to this, and I’ll give you the entire archives of every known email 
address your great-grandsi — great-grandparent has ever used. Including their 7??? 
throwaways. 


[Silence for 8 seconds.] 
ANV: No. 


GR: [Sounding unsurprised and unfazed] You’re their biographer, aren’t you? I know you’ve 
been studying your ancestors since the late ‘80s. Especially Vykos. Thought you’d want to 
know everything there is about them. And isn’t Athanasios interested in that information? 


ANV: I’m a biographer, not a stalker. I interview witnesses, I trawl through books, I look at 
public records — but I don’t violate their privacy to do it. 


GR: Jesus. My counterparts warned me you had to be the only ethical member of your Sect 
in the whole damn country, probably the world. They really weren’t kidding. And a freaking 
descendant of Vykos, no less. How old are you again? 


ANV: Eighteen. It’s been eighteen years since I — yeah. 


GR: I’m amazed you’ve survived this long. Still, I expected this, which is why I’ve got 
something even more tempting for you. 


ANV: Which is...? 


GR: I know what Elias Athanasios used to get up to before he came to our ???illustrious 
[/??? lustful? Please clarify] New York society. 


ANV: [She drops her Russian accent even more at this point; it is still distinctly present, but 
she sounds more like a New Yorker who grew up speaking English.] You finally got 
something on him? Your counterparts have been trying for months — 


GR: You see, a young member of my family ran into him underneath New York five years 
ago. He didn’t speak a lick of English at the time, but the meeting was still... illuminating. 
We didn’t realise it was Athanasios that she met until last night, when she saw him at court. 


ANV: Wait, are you talking about — 


GR: I have here copies of interviews she gave with our elders on the incident, as well as a 
dossier on Athanasios himself. You get him to do this, they’re all yours. 


[Silence for 13 seconds. | 
GR: Come on. Don’t let your ethics get in the way of this. He’s been doing you favors, no 
strings attached, ever since he met you. He’s been giving you information on Vykos’s past for 


nothing in return. He expects nothing of you. Doesn’t that scare you? 


ANV: It terrifies me. I’m still trying to verify his claims and whether or not he is who he 
claims to be. 


GR: And who is that? 

ANV: Hey, you’re “intelligence,” you tell me. 

[Silence for 9 seconds.] 

GR: You know he’s playing the long game on this. I’d say it’s in your best interests that you 


see this information. The price I ask is low. You just get him to extract that childe out of the 
tunnels and bring her to my counterparts, and it’s all yours. 


GR: I know what your side does, Anastasia. You fight against your... let’s call them gods. 
Let me tell you, if you knew what I do about this guy, you wouldn’t go anywhere near him. 
You wouldn’t risk it. Your side would destroy him on the spot. He’s got connections to some 
very ancient enemies, enemies older than your Sect. Enemies it’s been fighting against for as 
long as it’s existed. 


ANV: [Swearing in ???Russian] 
GR: So what do you say? 


ANV: If I get an empty file, I ’m going to be pissed_.. Seriously. Grigori is Sascha’s childe, 
he’ll hunt you down and fuck you up if this is a trick. 


GR: My people are as good as our word, otherwise nobody’d ever do business with us. Ill 
even let you interview the witness once all this is over, but not until then. She’ll answer any 
questions you have. But here’s the problem... 


ANV: Yes? 


GR: She’s the one who’s lost under New York. So he has every interest in destroying her to 
make sure she doesn’t tell anyone who he is. 


ANYV: Oh. 


GR: So I hope that whatever he thinks he can get from you in the long run is more important 
to him than tying up loose ends, because you'll only get this file once she’s safe and sound. 


ANV: Fine. We’ve got a deal. I don’t lose out on anything by agreeing to this, anyway. Not 
unless you guys piss him off enough he decides to hold me responsible. Which you better 
not! 


GR: Get him to meet us at the base of the Statue of Liberty in an hour. There’s an entrance 
near there we can use. 


ANV: You got it. 


[END TRANSCRIPTION] 


-O- 


Ever the mother hen when it came to his childer, Gerard greeted her with nothing more than a 
silent hug. It was a while before he let go. 


Elias Athanasios had taken her to a part of the tunnels she hadn’t seen since the Battle of 
New York; a series of grottos, caverns and caves not far from the Antitribu. Calebros used to 
have an office here, when he needed to get away. Camarilla and Sabbat alike squatted and 
scurried in the darkness, untwisting fairy lights and shifting furniture. Wendy’s new bedroom 
was a sandy-floored cave that didn’t drip too badly, with a bed that might have been rickety 
on flat, hard ground. She was just around the corner from Gerard’s new room, which was 
even smaller. But then, he’d never spent much time in his. 


“T’m going to miss the flooded shopping centre,” Calebros said, later. “I know this is only 
temporary, but there’s no going back.” 


“Does this mean you’re staying?” said John. 
“No,” said Calebros, without hesitation. “But I’m going to miss it all the same.” 
Gerard sneered, but said nothing. 


The night that Wendy had been shooed to bed, those who’d remained at the shopping centre 
had stayed up late into the day, printing and compiling evidence. With typical Nosferatu 
paranoia, they had made several copies. One had been left in the shopping centre by Gerard 
in the chaos. Maybe it had burned. Maybe it had drowned. Maybe it was still there. Maybe 
the Society of Leopold had found it. 


It didn’t matter. Calebros and Dove each had a copy. Once the work was done, everyone had 
taken some hardware into the tunnels to join the rest of the Warren and spend the rest of the 
day with them. Only Gerard had stayed behind, not wanting to wake Wendy but remaining 
close to her just in case. The plan had been for Dove and Kiwi to leave first thing in the 
evening and for the rest to return to the shopping centre and start moving the rest of the 
server farm to the outer boroughs. 


Unfortunately, that hadn’t happened: the Society of Leopold had found sire and childe in the 
middle of the day, hunkered down in the Warren. Gerard had taken a sledgehammer to his 
life’s work as his childe distracted them below. The only thing he’d taken with him when he 
left was the one thing he knew he’d need if Wendy didn’t make it to the Antitribu: the manila 
folder he’d compiled the night before, much to Wendy’s crankiness, on Elias Athanasios. The 
evidence that ended up being used as a bargaining tool to save her unlife. 


“And the interviews Calebros did with you after the Battle of New York,” said Gerard, as 
they walked down one of the tunnels. He did not say J told you so. “Pug’s gone above ground 
to deliver everything. I’m as good as my word.” 


“Poor fucking Vykosoviches,” Wendy murmured, half to herself. “You could be making 
things worse for them, giving them that information.” 


“They’re nothing more than tools to him,” said Gerard. “Whatever the issue is, it’s probably 
between Vykos themself and the Eldest.” 


Maybe there was some truth to the old Gehenna stories, if an Antediluvian wanted to get at 
Vykos. Though why it didn’t just wake up and fuck them up instead of letting its servants 
slither around doing political stuff was beyond Wendy. “Enough about that,” said Wendy. 
“What’s the situation above ground?” 


Bad. 


The arrest had failed before it began. The Society of Leopold had, under the guise of 
demolishing a row of abandoned houses, destroyed the Baltimore Nosferatu Warren at the 
same time they’d launched the attack on the abandoned shopping centre. Pieterzoon had 
disposed of his phone as soon as Gerard had warned him, but it was too late — if there were 
any survivors of the Baltimore Nosferatu, nobody knew of them. Alicia was gone. Francesca 
DeLaire was gone. Miles Erikson was gone. The only reason Kaiser had survived was 
because he’d insisted on havening elsewhere; that had saved him, in the end. 


“What about their Elysium?” said Wendy. “Erikson knew where that was. He was there the 
same night they set it up.” 


“They raided it a few hours after sundown,” said Gerard. “I’m guessing they learned from 
their previous mistake and realised that nobody sleeps there. In any case, Isaac Goldwin 
made it out; he’d been permitting so few Kindred to attend at a time that the Inquisition 
didn’t get anybody this time except for a few ghouls and the Keeper of Elysium.” 


Wendy found herself hoping that Harry and Noah hadn’t been among them. “What happens 
next, then?” 


Then Gerard opened a door, and a clamour came out to greet them. 
Wendy flinched. “I never wanted to come here again — ” 
But Gerard was stepping through. 


Wendy kept her eyes on the ground. She could hear the rattling of bars and cages, the cries of 
their inhabitants, the begging, the needing . “Gerard — ” 


“Weren’t you worried about them?” Gerard snapped. “I thought you’d want to know they’re 
fine.” 


“You know I dont like this!’ 


Over the din, she heard Gerard stop. She felt him stare at her. Even the noise started to die 
down. Wendy stared at the ground, determined not to look at any of the cages. 


“So, what should we do, then?” said Gerard. “Turn them all loose?” 


His voice was not unkind, but it was strained with the impatience that came with retreading 
the path of a chronic argument that neither of them ever budged on. 


“Put them down,” said Wendy. Her voice shook. “And destroy those cages, and never put 
anything in another ever again. Even our rats get better treatment than this.” 


“The ones you set on fire?” At the top of her peripheral vision, she made out his feet pointing 
at a cage, half-saw him kneel in front of it. 


“You were fine with that when it was happening,” said Wendy. 


“T know, and I still am,” said Gerard. “You sacrificed them to save not just me, but the rest of 
Kindredkind, so that I could destroy the evidence the Society would have found that would 
have fucked us all over even more than anything they could’ve found on SchreckNET. But 
Wendy...” He sighed. “Ill never understand why you think this is different.” 


“Tt is!” Shit. She’d never been good at coming up with arguments on the spot. She’d fought 
with him over this so many times in her head, but whenever they did in real life her rock solid 
arguments always went forgotten in the heat of her emotion. 


“Tt’s no different from using ghouls —” 

“Ghouls are adults!” 

“Not all of them.” 

They both knew he was talking about Cock Robin’s interpreter. 


She remembered the girl’s blank, bored face. How the girl was so skilled that she could 
interpret high-speed morse code clicks in real time, translating even as her master spoke. 


Her brain took the welcome distraction from the Kennels and mulled over it; how did she 
even do that? Morse code didn ’t assign a click to a word, it assigned a click to a /etter ; it 
spelled out words. Cock Robin clicked fast enough (impressive) and the girl translated 
rapidly enough (even more impressive) that Cock Robin could conduct a conversation at the 
same speed it took to speak English. Even powered by the vitae of a Kindred, the girl had to 
be some sort of savant. How could she do that? She ’d have to utter a word only after he said 
it (unless she was good at predicting which words he was using) and be simultaneously 
listening to the words he was saying afterwards enough to translate them too. Shit, even with 
vitae and Ritalin, a normal ghoul would have trouble with that. 


“He didn’t bring her to the Battle of New York,” said Wendy, quietly. “And when Augustin 
tried to shoot him, Cock Robin overcame Rotschreck to save her at the cost of his own —” 


“He’s not dead,” said Gerard. “Augustin missed, I found out the other night. He’s still around, 
and very pissed off.” 


“My point is,” Wendy snapped, “even Cock Robin has better standards than this.” 


“You really think he saved the only ghoul who can interpret for him in real-time out of the 
goodness of his heart?” 


The inhabitants of the cages finished quietening down, finally realising they weren’t going to 
get any vitae, or the Kiss. 


Or, at least, not right now. Gerard sighed. “Wait outside for me. I’m starving.” 


Wendy turned and left without a word. Instead of waiting outside, where she could hear the 
racket of the Kennels start up again, she kept on walking. This argument — this neverending 
argument — always left her shaking, though whether it was from the adrenaline of having an 
actual fight with her sire or from rage, she could never say. 


He usually listened to her. He was usually so encouraging, so validating, almost Joving as a 
sire. 


But when it came to the clan as a whole — well, he was as ruthless as anyone. He’d been 
ruthless to Calebros when he thought Calebros was failing them, or abandoning them. 
Perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised he defended this clan practice so vehemently. It was an 
old Nosferatu tradition. Most Warrens did tt. 


If most Warrens jumped off a cliff ... 


It was fucked up. He genuinely didn’t seem to think there was anything wrong with it. In his 
eyes, Wendy may as well be getting angry that they drank blood, or burned in sunlight, or 
spied on people. To him it was just a fact of life, or lack thereof. 


And that just made it even worse. 


Later, he found Wendy in her room, sitting on her bed, elbows on her knees. Instead of 
commenting on it, he went and sat down beside her. 


“You listen to me for everything else,” she said, in a quiet voice, “but never with this.” 


“T listen to you on matters you have more experience than me on.” Gerard sighed. “I 
Embraced you specifically because you were better than me at internet security, software and 
programming. But this? You’re only ten, Wendy. You’re still little.” 


“Didn’t stop you from putting all this on me and running off to fall on your own sword,” 
Wendy said, bitterly. 


“There’s nobody else who could’ve done what I needed you to do,” said Gerard. “Hell. I 
didn’t even come up with the idea. You did.” 


It stung because it was true. Gerard had wanted her to trace the Breach from the beginning, 
but instead she’d come up with that stupid heroic plan to go to Baltimore and save the night. 
She hated admitting it, now, under the shadow of the Kennels argument, because it felt like 
she was caving in to him on that matter instead of this part of it, but she said, “You were 
right. I should’ve just traced the Breach from the start.” 


“Nah,” said Gerard. “I agreed to your new plan because I thought it was the right thing to 
do.” 


“T was wrong then, Gerard,” said Wendy. “But I don’t think I’m wrong now. Those 
Kennels... they’re sick.” 


She felt an arm go around her, but she didn’t lean into him. “You’re young, Wendy. But it’s 
been ten years. Even you should’ve grown out of this by now.” 


She thought of Cock Robin, grabbing the girl — what was her name? Emma, or something? 
— and throwing her down even as he stared down the barrel of the shotgun. The girl had 
been in such a trance, listening for her master’s clicking, that she had kept on translating right 
through it. It must have taken up all her concentration. 


Wendy had wondered if someone who was willing to protect his own ghoul would be the 
kind of person to feed from the Kennels, but... well. She was probably being naive. 


Gerard was right. He’d probably only saved her because the girl was too damn valuable not 
to. 


“And you want to bring SchreckNET back, too,” Wendy murmured. 


The arm around her disappeared with an annoyed sigh. “Wendy. Don’t do this. I respect you, 
but —” 


“Don’t,” said Wendy. 
“Don’t what?” 


“I’m really not in the mood for a lecture,” said Wendy. “I just... I can’t believe this. After 
everything I’ve done for you, you’re just going to risk this all happening again?” 


“SchreckNET was compromised because of a traitor,” said Gerard, “not because of anything 
we did. It’Il be fine.” 


“Until the next traitor comes along.” 


“Bit late for that,” said Gerard. “With what’s coming, more than ever, we need instant 
communication. Dove and Kiwi are good couriers, I’m sure, and they’!] make sure that we 
get more — but with another Inquisition rising, with an enemy that can simply pick up the 
phone to make plans, we can’t rely on slow communications. We need SchreckNET to fight 
back.” 


Wendy held her head in her hands. 


What would she be without SchreckNET, anyway? Being a programmer was all she’d ever 
known. And now they were entering a new age where not even the phones were safe any 
more. Their whole clan had been weakened, the Camarilla had been weakened, and... how 
was she going to pick up the pieces of that? What was she even going to do with her Jife 
without the internet, without computers, without SchreckNET? 


“Please, Wendy.” Gerard sighed again. “Please don’t make me play the ‘I’m your sire and 
you do what I tell you to’ card.” 


I’m your childe and I do what the fuck I want , Wendy didn ’t say, feeling every bit a sullen 
teenager instead of the now-forty-something-year-old woman she was if she included her 
living years. You chose me because I do what the fuck I want . 


“So what now?” she said. “I presume the war room is gone, too, since Erikson knew where 
that was. Worked in it, even. Probably told them everything we’d been doing in there. They 
must’ ve just been biding their time, then they found out we knew who he was...” 


“He’s probably still alive.” Gerard let his grievances go. He rarely held grudges against her. 
Just other people. Like Calebros. 


Or , a voice said in Wendy ’s head, maybe he just doesn t show it. 


“They'd be stupid to destroy him.” Gerard didn’t seem to notice the chill that descended on 
her. “They could put him in another Warren. He’d only have to pretend to be an orphan and 
they’d take him in, no questions asked. We’ll have to spread the word to keep an eye out for 
him. There’s no telling where he’ll end up. They might even move him to another country 
entirely. The Second Inquisition won’t be limited to the United States, after all, not if what 
Cock Sucker said about the Vatican is true.” 


“Ts there any point to making new plans?” said Wendy. “The Baltimore Nosferatu are dead, 
so Prince Isaac is crippled.” But she’d made him a deal, hadn’t she? He’d expect her to go 
back in light of that. She couldn’t just leave him in the lurch, not when she was the one 
Nosferatu left for him to rely on... “The team I tried to put together after the Breach never 
came to fruition and the one DeLaire was forced to give me — “ DeLaire was dead. Their 
best intelligence agent was dead. “ — would’ve been torched with the Warren. The rats are 
still there, though. I really built their numbers up while we were there.” 


“Kaiser’s coming back,” said Gerard. “He stayed a bit, but he’s on his way now.” 


“T don’t want to go back,” said Wendy. She wanted the shopping centre. Wanted her little 
haven in it. Wanted the server room and the computer room and Scabbers and Reepicheep... 
“But this is bigger than what I want, isn’t it? That’s not a lesson Calebros ever really learned. 
Don’t want to make his mistakes.” 


“You’re a kid, Wendy,” said Gerard. 
Wendy stopped. 


Up until tonight, it hadn’t been like him to brush her off due to her age. Not when it came to 
these sorts of matters, anyway. The Kennels? Yes. Her opinions on Nosferatu traditions? Yes. 


This, though? He’d always trusted her judgment. 
So she waited for him to talk. 
And he did. “This shouldn’t be all on you.” 


“Someone’s gotta do it,” said Wendy. “And Cock Robin’s sure not going to. Pieterzoon needs 
intel. If Kaiser comes back then he can’t help Goldwin. And Goldwin’s going to lose 
Baltimore without the Nosferatu.” Maybe it would be better for him, that way. He wanted to 
hide from Marcus Vitel, didn’t he? And he was certain Vitel was back, and just down the road 
from him, and had uncovered his identity. Vitel must have, if he’d been sending letters. 


Maybe it was best for Alexander that he let Baltimore go and slip away into the shadows, just 
like his sire had. 


But Baltimore was the first line of defence against the NSA. It had to hold. And Wendy had 
said Alexander could trust her... she’d promised him he could trust her... 


She’d promised him he could rely on her. 


“Maybe this time we should let the Archons handle it,” said Gerard. “Pieterzoon will put in a 
good word for us. Between him and the Princes Dove and Kiwi are sending word to, even if 
only a few of them back us up — that’ll be enough to keep the Warren safe. Enough to keep 
us in the Camarilla, even. There’s proof now that there was a traitor. We’ve got what we 
need.” 


“But it’s not enough,” Wendy pointed out. “The SchreckNET servers are destroyed, and even 
if bringing it back was a good idea, you’d have to start from scratch all over again. The 
phones are no longer safe. We can’t email. We’re back to using couriers like we’re in the 
Dark Ages and the enemy has all the tech we’re now deprived of. You said it yourself. We’re 
dead in the water. We can’t just... accept that. We need some edge.” 


“Wendy,” said Gerard, gently, finally turning to look at her. “Let it be. You’ve done enough.” 
When Wendy snorted, he said, “No, really. You worked hard. Because of how belligerent the 
Camarilla was, we wouldn’t have gotten this far without you.” 


“It was so fucking unnecessary,” said Wendy. “What was the point?” 
“We didn’t know that at the time,” Gerard insisted. “So it wasn’t.” 
“Then what did it come to?” 

Gerard couldn’t answer that. 


“What,” said Wendy again, bitterly, “did it fucking come to?” Cattle still in cages, a 
destroyed Warren, a falling city to the south west and a Lasombra who’d only just attained 
praxis barely holding on to what was left of his domain... 


Gerard said nothing. 


Then he said, “Sometimes that’s just how these things go.” He straightened up, but didn’t 
stand. “It’s as true of unlife as it is in life. Sometimes you bust your ass and it just... comes to 
nothing. Doesn’t mean the whole experience was a waste of time. We both screwed up, we 
both made mistakes... that’s just Jife . And sometimes you pull out all the stops and still don 
*t win.” He chuckled, looking away. “You’re so used to taking names and kicking ass that I 
don’t think you cope well with failure at all. Even when we had to capture you to Embrace 
you, we couldn’t take you because you just didn ’t accept that losing was an option. Wasn’t 
until Arturo’s ghouls shot you, and you broke your ankle jumping out of that window — 
well, no, not even then. You didn’t give up even then. You’d lost an ear, you’d been shot 
twice, you had a broken ankle, you’d faced two ghouls whose strength and speed far 


surpassed your own... you still didn’t give up. You just hid in a dumpster, fucking hacked us 
for the third time , taunted us again , and then kept on going.” 


“Wasn’t until you guys cornered me in the ER,” said Wendy, wistfully. It was another life 
ago. “Calebros called me. Revealed that the man that had helped me into the ER was a 
ghoul.” She used to be scared of Jackie. Now she knew the guy was a dumbass with no 
spatial awareness. “That Kaiser was parked outside waiting for me because he’d expected me 
to seek medical help.” 


“And then you threatened Calebros,” said Gerard. 
That brought a small laugh out of Wendy. 


I ‘ll show you the full extent of what a terrified ‘Kine’ can do , she *d said. Trust me — you 
people have nothing on it . 


Oh, how the tables had turned. 


“See,” said Gerard. “You’re not used to this kind of thing. Not used to not being able to get 
what you want, because you’re used to getting it out of sheer bloody-mindedness. You’re 
quick on your feet, you’re ballsy, you’re brilliant, you’re stubborn... and for the first time in 
your life, it’s not working. For the first time in your life you’re staring at what you’ve got in 
front of you and you have no idea what to do, because you’ve always known what to do 
before, and you’ve always won, always gotten your way.” And then he added softly, gently. 
“But not this time.” 


Wendy pushed the sand around with her foot. 


Gerard rose and stopped by the table near what passed for a door in this place. He had to 
stoop, moving around in this low-ceilinged place, but he felt around the lamp for the switch 
and turned out the light. Funny, how the power was set up down here with extension cords, 
just like it had been in the Baltimore Warren. “Get some rest, Wendy.” 


“Gerard,” said Wendy, before he could go. 


“Hmm?” He stopped, silhouetted against the dim light through the doorway, but even as he 
spoke her eyes adjusted enough to see his face. 


“The Nosferatu only took me because I let you,” she said. 
The last thing she saw before he left was his smile. 


But she had a promise to keep. And he didn’t know that, did he? 


“So to sum up,” said Cock Robin, putting the completed report down on the table, “Miss 
Taylor’s investigation was a complete and utter failure.” 


“Ms,” said Wendy, reflexively. 
Cock Robin sent her a look that might have been icy, but was hard to tell with the bug-eyes. 


They sat around a long table similar to the one that they’d been sitting at when Augustin tried 
to blow Cock Robin’s face off. And missed. Much to the annoyance of the entire New York 
Nosferatu. As Augustin and Teeth had left earlier that night, Teeth had joked they were 
leaving in shame. Augustin had hit him for it. All Augustin had managed to do was set the 
curtains on fire. Even Cock Robin’s ghoul had been left completely unrattled by the 
experience, but at this point Wendy was beginning to think the kid was either traumatised out 
of experiencing any emotion at all, or just a robot. 


Either way, this table was in a place called the Art Hole, a gallery owned by Katherine Weise, 
or Catherine Weisse, or... however you spelled it, because even she didn’t spell it 
consistently in her emails, which was suspicious enough without her name sounding awfully 
similar to Ecaterina the Wise . That was the name of a former Sabbat Bishop of New York 
City before Polonia had shown up. 


Maybe Ecaterina was pissed he’d lost the city in 1999. 


Wendy didn’t really care, though. It was just more topside politics. Maybe she’d make a 
comeback with the Sabbat, maybe she was so mad at Polonia that she’d defected. Who cared? 
There were bigger problems, now. 


The crowd around the table had grown. It wasn’t just Wendy, Panhard’s inner circle and the 
Camarilla representatives from before; Pieterzoon had returned from Baltimore. Calebros was 
there again, this time sitting instead of standing. Qadir had returned to his place at Panhard’s 
right hand, as her Sheriff. The Prince herself sat at one head of the table, with Cock Robin at 
the other. 


Or rather, he was supposed to. He was standing up and moving around. The man seemed to 
be allergic to sitting still, and kept casting glances out of the window. It reminded her of the 
trapped-animal look Dove had worn underground a few nights before. 


Gerard and Wendy had discussed whether or not they should go to the meeting. It turned out 
not to matter. Athanasios had let slip the location of the temporary Warren. Wendy had 
suspected he’d done it on purpose. “Who fucking knows?” Gerard had said. “It wasn’t going 
to be permanent anyway. But the antitribu are mad at me now because they’re close enough 
they are going to have to pack up and move too.” 


Qadir had marched up to the two of them in person and told them that Panhard wanted them, 
and he really hadn’t wanted to give them his three strikes talk unless he really had to. “You’re 


lucky,” he said, simply, “that I’m coming down here for you and not for whoever bailed you 
out so explosively last week. So come.” 


They went. 


“T wouldn’t call it a failure.” Prince Isaac’s voice came from a screen set up on the table. 
Phone calls weren’t safe, but when Panhard’s Kindred had asked, Wendy had reluctantly 
advised that internet calls were likely to be untapped so long as they didn’t rely on phone 
numbers. Harry’s image was so pixellated it may as well have been Alexander himself 
talking. “It was thanks to Ms Taylor’s work with Director DeLaire that we learned the true 
extent of the Breach and the compromise of key agents. We know what we have at our 
disposal and what resources we have been forced to abandon, and the project to infiltrate the 
NSA’s headquarters with rats and Animalism has been completely unaffected — all we need 
are more Nosferatu or Gangrel to take over where the local Warren left off. No doubt the 
NSA knows about that project by now, but they’re going to struggle to compensate for it. 
What can they do? Stop up holes in walls? Raid the nests of rats? Put down mouse traps? 
Bribe them to betray us with cheese? Thanks to Ms Taylor, we have a head start on a 
counterattack that we otherwise would have lacked.” 


“T agree,” said Jan Pieterzoon. “Wendy conducted herself perfectly. Quite the contrary, I think 
the Camarilla failed. If the Camarilla had cooperated with Rafin and Taylor from the 
beginning instead of treating them like criminals on trial, they wouldn’t have been driven to 
such desperate lengths.” 


Panhard pressed her lips into a firm line, but did not rise to the bait. 


Pieterzoon didn’t know yet that Wendy’s intel on Hardestadt had been destroyed with the 
servers. That was probably why he was being so damn nice to her. After Wendy had 
disclosed that little (read: extremely fucking massive) issue to Gerard, the two of them had 
been hard at work drawing up as much as they could from memory, and outright making 
other things up; the Nosferatu reputation for being reliable with their intel was going to save 
both their asses now. Hopefully Pieterzoon would get destroyed when he eventually moved 
against Hardestadt and that problem would take care of itself. 


“That’s irrelevant,” said Cock Robin. “They are supposed to do what they’re told. If they’d 
done what they were told, if Taylor had stayed put instead of acting like a classic fledgling in 
thinking she knows better than her elders, we wouldn’t have been put in this position.” He 
waved a hand, and his ghoul yawned before she went on. “Besides, I’m not convinced 
Erikson is actually guilty.” 


“How can you not be convinced of Erikson’s guilt?” Jan’s diplomatic facade finally slipped 
in favour of bafflement. “It’s all right there. They’ve given us so many details, how can you 
overlook it?” 


“Because,” said Cock Robin, “I find it very convenient that our supposed traitor has now 
been destroyed and therefore can’t be interrogated, along with everyone who knew him. Or 
did you find him when you were dawdling in Baltimore after the Warren’s destruction?” 


“There’s still his mortal parents,” said Jan, ignoring the pointed question. “They wouldn’t 
have let him die. The information in the evidence you have right there can lead us to him.” 


“How?” Cock Robin picked up the manila folder and waved it around. “Which Warren’s 
going to do the footwork? They destroyed everyone there, Jan! There’s no Nosferatu /eft that 
know Baltimore half as well as they did. DeLaire had all the ghouls, and Prince Isaac had all 
his eggs in one basket as far as intelligence is concerned. The Sabbat have been taking 
advantage of the chaos and it’s all he can do to keep them aimed at the Anarchs! This has 
crippled him, Jan. It’s crippled us. Our first line of defence against the NSA is now well and 
truly gone and it’s only a matter of time until the city falls.” 


Prince Isaac’s noise of irritation was the only sound in the palpable silence. Nobody said a 
word. Nobody made any snide comments. Even Aisling Sturbridge found nothing to mock 
tonight, frowning at the table. 


“Might I remind you,” said Prince Isaac, “that one of my best agents is sitting at your table 
and that the only reason she’s not at my disposal is because you keep trying to come up with 
excuses to destroy her?” 
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“IT can see Prince Isaac’s point of view here,” said Jan. “And you’re missing a few other 
things, too, Robin. Things I’d almost suspect you of wilfully ignoring, if I didn’t know you 
had the Camarilla’s best interests at heart.” 


“Ohh, now the gloves are coming off.” Cock Robin made a noise that might have been 
laughter. “Growing a spine, Jan?” 


“One.” Jan counted on his fingers. ““Wendy told me who the traitor was before the destruction 
of the Warren, so we can’t claim that she was setting up a dead man to take the fall. Two, 
someone was listening to our calls. If the traitor was, indeed, Erikson as the evidence 
suggests, then it’s a no-brainer that he had the NSA tap my phone and listen to it live 
regardless of whether or not anyone used keywords.” 


“Not really,” said Cock Robin. “All that tells me is that you were dumb enough to get your 
phone tapped and Taylor was smart enough to know that and use it.” 


“Uh. Question.” Wendy raised her hand like a school student and waved it around. Everyone 
turned to stare. Or glare. Actually, most of them were glaring. “Who’s on trial here? Me, or 
Erikson?” 


“You,” said Cock Robin, flatly. “This is your so-called investigation we’re talking about.” He 
waved the manila folder again. “Your results, supposedly.” 


Prince Isaac gave another low hiss on the monitor. “At this point, Robin, I’m starting to think 
you’re trying to help the NSA.” 


“Watch it, Goldwin, I’m not in a very good mood right now.” 


“Ah, okay,” said Wendy. “Just double checking. Wasn’t aware that not sucking your dick was 
a worse crime than betraying the entirety of Kindredkind to the fucking US government, but 


don’t let me interrupt or put anything into perspective, or anything, by bringing attention 
back to the guy who actually fucking did that.” She pointed at the manila folder in Robin’s 
hand. “Carry on. I’m sure the Camarilla’s Inner Circle will think it’s fan-fucking-tastic that 
you’re here pursuing your own personal grudges instead of doing your god damn job.” 


“And you can watch it as well.” Cock Robin pointed at her. “You’re lucky I haven’t had you 
and your sire destroyed for your escape last week. Or charged you as an accomplice for the 
attempted murder of a Camarilla Justicar. Or have you forgotten that? If you’re happy to be 
interrogated as to the identity of the actual culprit I’d be absolutely delighted to get started on 
that investigation —” 


“So, like,” said Wendy, “do I get a lawyer or something?” At the unamused looks around her, 
she said, “No, seriously, I’m a baby fledgling, remember? You’ve just been telling me I know 
fuck all, so Pll freely admit it: I know fuck all. Do Kindred do lawyers, or is our justice 
system as much of a joke as you’re making it look right now?” 


Cock Robin lowered the folder and stared at Panhard. Panhard stared back. Neither of them 
looked happy, which was saying something considering that Cock Robin’s beak made his 
expression inscrutable in general. 


“Any more from you,” said Cock Robin, looking back to Wendy, “and III have you staked to 
the wall so we can continue this without interruption.” He threw the manila folder on the 
table. Its contents spilled out across its surface as he stalked away, hands folded behind his 
back. 


“You really don’t like it when I point out how badly you’re fucking this whole thing up, don’t 
you?” said Wendy. 


Aisling snorted, but to Wendy’s surprise she didn’t say anything. Wendy heard static from 
Isaac’s monitor. Harry quickly suppressed a smile at whatever remark Alexander had clearly 
made from behind the camera. 


Robin sighed loudly, and looked over his shoulder. “Rafin, she’s your childe. Until she’s 
released, her actions are your actions, her words are your words.” 


“T don’t see the problem,” said Gerard. “She’s representing me perfectly.” 


“Why did I ever think otherwise?” The interpreter even lowered her voice to reflect Cock 
Robin’s sulky muttering. 


“The Inner Circle has been waiting for an opportunity to convene.” Cock Robin gave another 
long-suffering sigh and stared into the fire. Classic Camarilla showing off technique. Wendy 
couldn’t even look at him there without the Beast inside her rattling its cage to get away. 
“And your investigation being concluded yields the perfect opportunity to look over the 
situation. They’ll be deciding the fate of both you and your sire, Taylor. And not just that.” 
He turned, fingers steepled. “But, if you’ll forgive me for adding a somewhat personal note to 
this meeting — our place in the Camarilla. The place of the Nosferatu.” 


The room said nothing. A few Kindred exchanged glances among each other. Even Panhard 
looked taken aback. The Inner Circle of the Camarilla rarely convened outside of their 
regular meetings, and those only happened every thirteen years. 


“The Tremere won’t stand for the Nosferatu to be removed.” Finally, Aisling Sturbridge 
remembered she could talk. ““We would be crippling the Camarilla’s intelligence.” 


“The Camarilla’s intelligence is already crippled, or have you not been paying attention?” 
Much like Cock Robin, Addison Payne, the Ventrue in the wheelchair that Thomas Arturo 
had been speaking to in Elystum the week before, spoke through a servant. At least this 
servant was an adult, making it slightly less creepy, and Addison Payne didn’t make any 
clicking noises. The Embrace often healed illness or injury, but Addison Payne’s had done 
nothing to make him mobile or capable of speaking. At least, not through his own mouth. “I 
can’t even call my contacts any more without worrying about some NSA lackey 
eavesdropping on it.” 


“None of us get to make this decision,” said Cock Robin, turning around. “Besides, 
Sturbridge, since when do you speak for the Tremere? You’re just a Regent, last I recall.” 


“My Lord is listening through me using telepathy,” said Aisling Sturbridge. “And so is her 
Pontifex. The Tremere are taking great interest in these events, as anyone should.” 


Oh. Great. So there were four people using puppets to talk. Just when Wendy was starting to 
get used to Cock Robin’s ghoul... 


“Wonderful,” said Cock Robin. “The Tremere are eavesdropping. I don’t remember saying 
that was permissible.” 


“T wasn’t aware the Camarilla wished to conceal anything from us,” said Sturbridge. 
Yeah, that definitely wasn’t her saying that. 


“Invite-only, Sturbridge. Are you Warlocks familiar with the phrase?” said Addison Payne(’s 
puppet). 


“Is anybody else eavesdropping?” said Cock Robin, giving Wendy a pointed look. “Kaiser, 
perhaps?” 


“He’s back in the city now, so probably,” said Wendy. She wasn’t even being sarcastic. 
“Since he’s not here in person and this is too important to miss, I assume he’s bugged this 
place to hell and back.” 


“T checked for bugs,” said Qadir. “I know what Kaiser’s like.” 
“Then you’d also know that if you’d checked thoroughly enough, he’d be here in person.” 
Qadir sighed. It sounded a lot like Cock Robin’s the-Nosferatu-are-bullying-me sigh. 


“Ts there a chance,” Thomas Arturo finally spoke, “that Erikson could still be alive? That’s a 
powerful asset they had. Ghouls are impossible to win over, but a Kindred? I’m not certain 


they’d allow him to be destroyed.” 


“The Inner Circle will determine that,” said Cock Robin. “They will investigate. It’s unlikely, 
however, as even Pieterzoon couldn’t track him down.” 


“Not short of laying siege to the NSA itself,” said Jan, a touch of defensiveness in his tone. 


“By which time he could be halfway across the country,” said Arturo. “Too much time has 
passed already, is delaying more truly wise?” 


“Taylor. Rafin.” Cock Robin ignored him. He looked to Qadir. “Al-Asmai.” 
Qadir sat up. 


“T want you to keep these two in custody until the Inner Circle has met and sent back word of 
what will happen next,” said Cock Robin. “Hopefully you'll be a bit better at screening the 
guards than Bell is.” 


Theo Bell gave Cock Robin a withering look. 
“What state do you want them kept in, Justicar?” said Qadir. 


“Staked, I think,” said Cock Robin. “If only to get Taylor to shut the fuck up for five 
minutes.” 


“T’ve been sitting quietly!” Taylor blurted out. 

“No, you haven t!”’ Cock Robin squawked. 

“Can we not?” said Gerard. “I’m really tired of being staked.” 

“Not nearly as fed up as I am of you, buddy,” said Cock Robin. 

“Ts this really necessary?” protested Pieterzoon. 

“They’re a flight risk, Jan,” said Cock Robin. “Even you can’t argue with that.” 


“Wait a second,” said Prince Isaac. “They came back. They came back. They fled only 
because you threatened Rafin’s life, and the first thing they did was get the information you 
wanted and come back to deliver it. This is going too far —” 


Cock Robin ignored his protests. 


Qadir stood up. He looked remorseful as he pulled a stake out of his coat with an apologetic 
look to Calebros. 


“Oh cool,” said Wendy, slowly pushing her chair out of the table, trying not to glance at the 
exit. “You just have one of those just... on your person. Like that.” 


She looked at Calebros. 


“They know where the Warren is,” said Calebros. 


“Seriously?” said Wendy. She jabbed a finger in Qadir’s direction. “You were happy to help 
out when it wasn’t your boyfriend doing it!” 


“Last time,” said Calebros, “they didn’t know where we lived.” 
“Remind me to thank Athanasios for that!” 
Gerard growled, “Are you seriously just going to roll over and —” 


One moment Qadir had been near Cock Robin. The next he’d crossed half the room in a blur 
and the stake was in Gerard’s chest. 


“Oh,” said Wendy. “Celerity. Right. I forgot Toreador could do tha —” 
She yelped as something hard plunged into her back. 


“So can Brujah,” said Theo Bell from behind her. 


-O- 


She’d never been staked before. Well, add that to another first on the list she’d been making 
lately — first Frenzy, first Rotschreck, first time calling a Justicar a cock sucker in front of an 
entire Camarilla court... 


Gerard had told her about getting staked. Kindred reacted differently, and it tended to be 
genetic. Well, for a given Kindred value of “genetic”, anyway. Gerard and Teeth tended to 
stay completely conscious and aware, and Wendy was dismayed to find out she was, too. 


Turned out it was really difficult not to panic when you couldn’t move. She’d have much 
preferred the dreamlike feeling some Kindred got, or better yet, unconsciousness. She °d 
heard there was a newborn childe of a Methuselah over in LA who blacked out completely 
when staked. Or at least, that was what the local Tremere there claimed, as the childe was a 
Malk and spoke worse nonsense than her clanmates tended to. Wendy couldn’t even 
remember how she’d picked up ¢hat particular bit of gossip. 


She would have taken deep breaths to keep herself calm, but... well... yeah... 


She couldn’t even blink. Her face relaxed from its baffled look, at least, and the rest of her 
went limp, but her eyes remained half-open. Theo Bell hauled her over his shoulder as Qadir 
did the same with Gerard. 


“Gerard,” said Calebros, “is never going to forgive me for this.” 
Wendy was dimly aware of Qadir clapping Calebros on the shoulder in sympathy. 


“Are we done here?” Arturo’s voice began to fade behind them as Bell and Qadir took them 
away. “I need to make a call now if this is settled.” The closing doors cut off his voice 
entirely. 


“We'll keep them separate,” said Bell. “Gives us more time if they somehow get outta this. 
After last time I wouldn’t put it past them to just shrug off the stakes. If one gets free, they’ ll 
try to take the other with them.” 


“Ts it true you got staked?” said Qadir. 
“Shove it, Degenerate.” 


“Wow. I didn’t even know it was possible for you to get staked.” Qadir led Bell up some 
stairs. “Er, not meaning to take the mickey or anything. I was just... pretty astonished to hear 
that.” 


“Shut up,” said Bell. “Soon as I find out the name of the jackass that did it...” 
“You don’t know who it was?” 
“Shut up.” 


Qadir opened a door. “You drop yours here, she’s the worst one, better she doesn’t know 
where we put Rafin. Come on, I’1l show you where I'll put him so you know where he is.” 


Bell, to his credit, didn’t just dump Wendy on the bed; he lowered her carefully, and then 
closed her eyes. Good; her vision had been fogging up from the lack of blinking. It wasn’t as 
if she’d have seen anything anyway. 


She had no idea what other furniture might be in here. If this was a cell or a guest room. It 
didn’t really matter now, though, did it? The door lock clicked behind Bell and Qadir as they 
left. 


Cell, then. 


Well. 


This was boring. 
This was really boring. 


They hadn’t even been gone for thirty seconds and she was bored already. It was better than 
panic, she supposed. 


Still — now the cogs in her brain were starting to turn again. Something Thomas Arturo had 
mentioned about Erikson. 


I’m not certain they’d allow him to be destroyed . 


Gerard had said something similar. The NSA had destroyed the Baltimore Warren to prevent 
his capture at the hands of other Kindred, hasn’t they? They’d have saved him if they could , 
she was certain of that. They could recycle him and drop him in another Warren, with nobody 
being any the wiser, just as Gerard had speculated. 


How would she even find him? His emails could have been a clue, might even have said 
outright where he might hide if he was ever exposed, but they’d been downloaded to the 
SchreckNET servers and destroyed along with them. There were three copies of the evidence 
they’d compiled on him — three copies of the emails he’d sent, of his passwords and 
usernames. One was in the hands of Cock Robin himself (the one he’d been waving it around 
for the whole meeting) and soon, presumably, the Inner Circle of the Camarilla. And that was 
if Cock Robin didn’t just feed them his own version of it to rub salt further into the wounds, 
because at this point she wouldn’t put anything past that asshole. 


Yeah, either way, that one was out. 


Option two: Gerard’s copy. Gerard’s was lost in the old Warren, in the flooded shopping 
centre. If he’d taken it with him to his haven that morning before the attack, then it was gone. 
Either the flamethrowers had caught it, or the sprinklers had soaked it. If he hadn ¢ taken it to 
his haven, if he’d left it in the server room — well, the Society of Leopold had been known 
to stake out old havens, watching to see if any escapees or scavengers came back to claim 
anything. 


So it was a no on that one, too. 


The third copy was with Dove, heading southwest. Gerard’s copy was supposed to be the 
backup; Dove’s was the backup of the backup in case Cock Robin pulled something. In any 
case, it was getting farther and farther away, there might not be time to grab it, and like most 
New Yorkers Wendy couldn’t drive. 


Oh, yeah, and she was staked in a cell in Elysium. 
Three strikes, Qadir would say, and that’s out. 
Damn it. 


... But there was one possibility. One lead left. One last, desperate lead. A fourth place where 
all the data would be stored. It would be guarded better than Cock Robin’s folder of evidence, 


but despite the high risk it would be less suicidal than pissing off a Justicar, two Archons, and 
a Prince. Again. It might not still exist. 


But stealing Cock Robin’s copy would guarantee Gerard’s death if she couldn’t save him in 
time, because at least the Inner Circle might consider sparing him after reviewing the 
evidence. 


But, well. That was presuming Wendy was ever able to get herself un-staked. Which, she had 
to admit, was pretty fucking impossible. She couldn’t even wiggle her toes. 


Then she was bored again. 
... But not for long. 


The door creaked. It was so quiet Wendy almost thought she’d imagined it, but it was a little 
too loud. And now that she was listening, she could hear the gentle tap of the door as it 
closed again. She was quite sure she’d heard it get locked. 


Okay. 
Someone was in here that was not supposed to be in here. 


Calebros, growing a spine at last? Teeth, back in New York, bailing her out again? Maybe 
even uncle Radcliffe? 


Something jiggled the stake. A bare movement, at first, then it got a little braver. Started 
wrenching, twisting. Ow. That hurt. That hurt a /ot . Actually, screaming would be really 
appealing right now if she could do it — 


And then it was free. 
Wendy bolted upright in the narrow bed, staring straight into the eyes of — 
Nobody. 


She twisted and craned, but the room was still. The door was closed. The lock was in 
position. There was nothing in there but her, the bed, and the thick blackout drapes in front of 


A window! 


Taking one last look around for whoever had saved her (surely another Nosferatu would drop 
the Obfuscate and talk to her? Who was here with her? ), she ran for it, willing her blood to 
heal the gaping wound in her chest as she did, but as she wrenched apart the drapes her eyes 
probed the sill and — 


Fuck! It was a sealed pane! The window didn’t open! 


“Time to fly,” said a woman’s voice. 


Wendy whipped around, but there was still nobody there. 
The voice had sounded an awful lot like Adelaide Davis... 


Fuck it. Never look a gift Malkavian in the mouth. Even if she couldn’t make up her mind as 
to whether Wendy should be staked or un-staked. 


“You got it,” said Wendy, lifting her elbow and — 
Shit! Gerard was here! And she had no idea where he was being kept, and — 
She froze. She couldn’t leave him here. Not again . She couldn’t — 


“Your chariot awaits,” came Adelaide’s voice, out of the stillness. “The driver doesn’t have 
much patience.” 


Fuck. She had to go. She’d have to come back for him. 
She took a step back and kicked the window. A deafening bang resounded as it shattered. 


No way in hell nobody heard that. She kicked out the last shards and vaulted out of the 
window. 


No water full of alligators met her, this time, nor the cold concrete outside of Prince Isaac’s 
new Elysium, nor the alley floor outside of the apartment building she’d lived in as a mortal. 
Just a flower bed a single story down, much to her relief. She looked around, didn’t dare look 
up, Obfuscated to protect herself from the vision of passers-by, and ran to the road. 


And then she saw her “chariot,” idling at the curb. She grinned, ran over and wrenched open 
the door. 


“About fucking time you showed up,” said Kaiser, from inside his limo. “I told Arturo I was 
waiting five more minutes and then bailing. What harebrained scheme have you cooked up 
this time?” 


“We’re going to break into the NSA to steal a laptop.” Wendy shuffled along the seats and 
slammed the door shut behind her. 


“Well that’s fucking lucky, because guess what I just got dumped on me?” Kaiser held up a 
cardboard tube sealed at each end. Or rather, one of several cardboard tubes; there were three 
more at his feet. “The fucking NSA headquarters’ blueprints, courtesy of my least favourite 


Harpy!” 
“Yes!” Wendy grinned. “I’d forgotten about that. Let’s do it!” 


“Great!” said Kaiser, in a voice that suggested this was not great at all. “Why wait for Qadir 
to destroy you when you can have the US government do it? Are you a fucking communist or 
something?” He knocked on the panel behind him. “Step on it, Jackie, we’re going to 
Baltimore to break into the NSA.” 


“Great.” Jackie, in the driver’s seat, sounded just as enthused by the idea. “I’ve always 
wanted to commit a felony.” 


“Hang out with Taylor and you’!l commit more felonies than you can poke a stick at!” 


The True Prince 


Chapter Summary 


One night before showtime, Wendy consults with old allies... and makes a new one. 
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haven't. Wendy has her sharp moments lmao, even if she doesn't realise that she's being 
sharp. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Her old phone was somewhere in the bowels of New York City after the incident with the 
hunters, so Gerard had hooked her up with the latest Blackberry. A phone with a proper 
keyboard and a stylus was way better than a flip phone for surface work. Underground, the 
lack of reception meant she didn’t need to bother with a phone but topside the texting would 
be indispensable. 


Gerard hadn’t been happy at the idea that she might be topside enough to need a phone. 
She’d insisted on it anyway. She hadn’t given anyone the new number yet. 


Hence her surprise when somebody texted her. 


[404]: I trust my associate gave you no trouble. 


Huh. That was... interesting. 


[773]: new phone who dis 

[404]: Let’s say I’m a friend. 

[404]: Arturo mentioned he owed you a favor. I gave him the means to repay it. 
[773]: What? But it was Adelaide Davis that bailed me out of “jail”. 


[404]: It was him that made the arrangements. Consider his debt to you fulfilled. But I 
wanted him to owe me, so I lent him an associate of mine to have the deed done and made 
sure he told Kaiser to pick you up. 


[773]: Davis works with you, then? 
[404]: Not that she’s aware. She’s usually quite out of it. 
[404]: But back on topic. 


[404]: You’ve opened my eyes, Ms Taylor. The world is changing, and we must adapt with it. 
Technology advances in mortal hands and a second Inquisition rises as our kind worldwide 
enter a new dark age of hiding that hasn’t been seen since the Masquerade was put in place. 
We thought nothing could be worse. We were wrong. You’ve shown me where I should keep 
my gaze pointed. 


[404]: Were it not for you and your persistence, I’d have lived in blissful ignorance along 
with everyone else... and no doubt paid the price. 


[404]: It has come to my attention that hunter groups have started forming in New York City 
as a response to your investigation. 


[773]: I mean. The old court burned down. So I should hope it came to your attention. 


[404]: I don’t simply mean the Society. Other groups exist as well. We cannot allow them to 
gain a foothold, or any more victories. 


“Why the fuck,” said Kaiser, “does your phone keep beeping? Whatever happened to ‘stay 
off the phones?’” 


“Some weirdo’s texting me,” said Wendy. “Give me a few minutes.” 


[773]: “We”? 


[404]: 
[404]: 
[404]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[404]: 
[773]: 


[404]: 


Don’t worry, Ill handle New York. 

But a little bird told me that you intend to visit the enemy’s nest. 

I don’t suppose you’d be so kind as to divulge what you actually intend to do in there? 
how 

the FUCK 

did you find that out?! 

I came up with that idea like two minutes before I was freed! 

I have my ways. 

Who ARE you??? 


Call me... the True Prince of New York City. 


[773]: ... 


[773]: 


That is the most Toreador thing I’ve ever heard. 


[404]: ... 


[773]: 
[404]: 
[773]: 
[404]: 
[404]: 
[404]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[773]: 
[404]: 
[404]: 


[404]: 


Somehow I’m guessing this is NOT you confessing that you’re secretly Panhard. 
Not at all. Quite the contrary, she’s merely a figurehead. 

That’s a nice way to say “puppet.” 

I didn’t want to denigrate her. 

It’s impolite. 

Besides, she grows on you after a while. 

why have I NEVER heard of this 

seriously 

my intel is better than even Kaiser’s. 

so I’m calling bullshit on this one. 

You’re with him now, aren’t you? 

He doesn’t know. But if I’ve judged things right, it will make sense to him. 


So [Il let you give him some ammo: 


[404]: Tell him. 
[404]: Tell him there’s someone in this city more powerful than him. 
[404]: More powerful than you. 


[773]: Fine, Pl ask. 


“Kaiser,” said Wendy, “have you ever heard of a guy... or a girl, or... I dunno, somebody... 
secretly controlling New York?” 


“Sounds like I!luminati bullshit to me.” 

“Someone’s claiming to be the real Prince and using Panhard as a puppet.” 

“News to me, Taylor,” said Kaiser. 

Wendy looked at him. Kaiser was frowning. She could see the gears turning in his head. 
“You’re not laughing,” she said. “Why aren’t you laughing?” 


“It would line up with some other stuff I’m sitting on,” Kaiser sniffed. “Are you aware of 
Callihan’s relationship with Panhard?” 


“They hate each other, but he doesn’t cause her too much shit,” said Wendy. “He never 
pressed the advantage after Calebros stepped down, for some reason.” 


“Yeah,” said Kaiser. “It’s not common knowledge even in the Warren because frankly, I 
didn’t know what the fuck to do with this information, so I was sitting on it. It’s the kind of 
intel that’s too big to gossip about even within the Warren. But he’s blood bound to Panhard. 
That’s why he behaves.” 


“What the fuck,” said Wendy. 


“So if he’s bound to her,” said Kaiser, “then she’s probably blood bound to someone else 
because blood bonds really aren’t her style. I always thought that was weird.” 


“What the fuck,” said Wendy. 


[773]: Kaiser says he didn’t know. Saw no signs of it. 
[404]: And? 
[773]: He also said he’s not surprised. 


[773]: Lines up with some other intel he’s been sitting on. 


[404]: Callihan, probably. I had her do that. 
[404]: Not surprised one of them fucked up and Kaiser found out about it. 


[404]: It’s always baffled me that we have an extremely powerful weapon in our own veins 
and yet nobody but the Warlocks have ever thought to make use of it. 


[404]: My “parent” used it on me. Imagine my surprise when I found out that wasn’t normal. 
[404]: Most “parents” DON’T blood bind their “children” to them. 

[404]: Whyever not, I wonder? It’s not like there’s no lows that most of us wouldn’t stoop to. 
[404]: Although, come to think of it, it did backfire when maintenance lapsed... 

[404]: I won’t make that mistake. 

[773]: Yeah, uh, you mustn’t be a history buff because 

[773]: that actually used to be normal 

[773]: and led to a little thing called the “Anarch Rebellion’, so 


[404]: Hmm. I see. I never had much of an interest in our kind’s history, full of disgusting 
material as it is, but perhaps I should look into it after all. 


“Well?” said Kaiser. “Are you going to tell me what you’re talking about? Panhard being 
bound to someone 1s kind of a big deal and you’re holding out on me? You asshole!” 


“T’ll let you see the conversation in a minute!” said Wendy. “Let me finish talking to them 
first!” 


“Hurry up!” 


[773]: Okay so like. Back to the “enemy” thing. 


[773]: I mean this is absolutely fascinating, and I mean that with no sarcasm whatsoever and 
I cannot BELIEVE that I’m wasting the opportunity to grill you about it 


[773]: true fucking prince of NYC??? What the fuck 
[773]: but uh. I have an emergency on my hands. 


[773]: I am trying to locate the traitor’s laptop so I can use that information to track him 
down and drag him back to Cock Robin. 


[404]: I’d reconsider telling me all this over an insecure network if I were you. Especially 
since you so kindly dropped a keyword earlier when you accused me of being an Aesthete. 


[773]: ’'m sure Jan’1l Dominate him into fessing up everything. 
[773]: I bring our traitor back, maybe Cock Robin will finally get off our goddamn backs. 


[404]: I’m sure the Inner Circle would’ve had that done eventually. Why are you doing it 
yourself? 


[773]: Do you want to know the REAL reason, or the socially acceptable reason? 
[404]: Why not both? 

[773]: Socially acceptable reason — because we’ ve already wasted enough time. 
[773]: Because I now have tools at my disposal that I can use to get into the building. 


[773]: Because it’ll look better for my sire and I if I’m the one to drag the traitor back, even if 
I had to escape to do it. 


[404]: Better hope the boy is still alive, then. 
[773]: Yeeeeaaah. 

[404]: Anyway. 

[404]: The real one? 

[773]: Huh? 

[404]: You said there was another reason you were doing this. 
[773]: Oh. 

[773]: Yeah. 

[773]: Look, it’s just 

[773]: being staked 

[773]: 1s the most 

[773]: boring 

[773]: fucking 

[773]: thing 


[773]: that has ever happened to me. 


[773]: and frankly? 
[773]: fuck THAT 


[773]: since I’m up and about and don’t want to get staked again I may as well put myself to 
good use. 


[404]: ... Well. 

[404]: I suppose I can’t disagree with that. 

[773]: Anyway I presume that you’re contacting me for a reason? Or was being nosey just it? 
[404]: For now? I’m nosey. 

[404]: But stand by. 

[404]: I'll be watching your progress. 

[404]: Depending on how this goes... we may speak again. 

[773]: We’ Ll see. 

[404]: Oh, by the way, I am guessing you missed an earlier message where I said: 


[404]: The NSA monitors texts, too, and you dropped a keyword. And then so kindly went 
into details about your Evil Plan for their benefit. 


[773]: Ah. Fuck. No, I didn’t see that message. 


[773]: Fuck it’d be a whole lot easier if texting worked like [Ming instead of me having to 
open EVERY INDIVIDUAL MESSAGE. Whose idea was that??? 


[773]: Anyway. Ill just wing the whole thing and switch out my SIM. 

[773]: I have a whole baggy of them. 

[773]: Like weed, but the high you get is from outsmarting the assholes. 

[404]: Ah, my little sewer-dwelling friend, that’s the problem. 

[404]: Text messages are stored on the hard drive of the phone, not in the SIM. 
[773]: FUCK 

[773]: PM A COMPUTER NERD NOT A PHONE NERD 


[404]: So while I’m not 100% sure its mere storage would still ping them, it would probably 
be wise to err on the side of caution and throw out the whole phone. 


[773]: AUGH THIS IS A NEW BLACKBERRY 


[404]: :) 


[404]: I’m developing my own methods of using long distance communication to get around 
this. 


[404]: If we end up working together, I'll be certain to share it. 
[773]: wat 
ERROR: Message could not be delivered: “wat” 


[773]: “If we end up working together.” Look, I don’t know if you actually are who you say 
you are. There’s no proof. 


ERROR: Message could not be delivered: ““If we end up working together.” Look, I don’t 
know if you actually are who you say you are. There’s no proof.” 


[773]: Goddammit you yanked your SIM didn’t you 


ERROR: Message could not be delivered: “Goddammit you yanked your SIM didn’t you” 


Wendy tossed the phone to Kaiser. He spent a moment reading through the conversation. 
“The hell do you mean your intel’s better than mine?” he bitched. “Fuck you.” 
Wendy wiggled her fingers. “Magic!” 


“Fuck you,” said Kaiser again. Then: “You’re an idiot, this True Prince asshole obviously 
found out you were going to break into the NSA from that fucking Harpy.” 


“What? Even Arturo didn’t know —” 
Kaiser picked up the NSA building plans and waved them in her face. 
“Oh,” said Wendy, feeling stupid. “I forgot.” 


“Bumbass.” Kaiser tossed her her phone back. “And now the NSA knows you’re going to 
break in, too!” 


Wendy groaned. “Why am I such a moron?” 


“Runs in your blood,” said Kaiser. “Gerard turned you into a moron the second he let you 
have his vitae.” 


“Fuck you!” 


“Doesn’t mean we can’t salvage it,” said Kaiser. With his left hand, he browsed through the 
texts, opening each at a time to rehash the conversation. “You didn’t tell them we have this.” 
He waved the plans around again. “All you said was that you had tools at your disposal.” 


“They might have guessed,” said Wendy. “They might go looking for those plans now and 
realise they’re missing.” 


“That’ll take time,” said Kaiser. “Hell, even sorting through conversations that have dropped 
keywords will take time, and we’re going to Baltimore now. We hit them as quickly as 
possible and they won’t have time to prepare.” He blinked. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m letting 
you drag me into this.” He snorted, and tossed her the Blackberry. ““We can safely assume this 
True Prince person, at least, is who they say they are. They mentioned Callihan and Panhard, 
so obviously they know about the blood bond. And if they know that, then they’d have to be 
damn powerful, which leads me to think they might be telling the truth about making her do 
that — and about everything else.” 


“So how did you find out about Callihan and Panhard?” Wendy went to work disabling the 
tracking on her phone. To think she’d been so happy to get a phone with GPS... 


“Saw some odd clues,” said Kaiser. “Had a ghoul follow them up. Ellis Island. They meet 
there every three weeks. Gives them elbow room to keep the bond maintained in case 
something goes wrong and there’s a delay in meeting. So I believe this guy — or guy-ette, or 
what the fuck ever — is legit. Providing they’re not Callihan or Panhard themselves... and I 
don’t think they are.” 


“Tt doesn’t match their conversational patterns,” Wendy mused. “I’ve uh, hacked their emails 
before. Or, well, Panhard. I think Callihan’s barely accepted the invention of the light bulb.” 


“Of course you have.” Kaiser rolled his eyes. 


-O- 


Kaiser ushered her into a familiar apartment building. The haven where they’d initially made 
their plan of attack what felt like an eternity ago was the new war room, apparently. The 
mirror that had been on the wall was still absent, so whether it was Alexander or Harry sitting 
on one of the couches tinkering with an analogue radio’s innards was anyone’s guess. Sure, 
they were electric, and maybe Harry liked radios. But maybe Alexander had a dashed dream 
to be an electrician. Who could be sure? 


Oh, and Scott Levin was there, for some reason. The Malkavian. 


“T don’t know,” said Levin, when Wendy asked him why. From the glazed look in his eyes, 
the Malkavian’s mind didn’t seem all there at the moment. It was a stark contrast to the razor- 
sharp concentration that had been on his face for the weeks he’d spent in the war room, 
completely ignoring Wendy’s instructions and doing his own work. 


“He said he wanted to deliver something,” said Prince Isaac. (Well. One of the Isaacs.) He 
was dressed in his black waistcoat with the golden embroidery again, with the sleeves rolled 
up to his elbows. After Wendy had entered he’d put the radio aside and put his feet up on the 


sofa with a book in his hands. He seemed quite at ease. The radio on the table was half 
assembled. He reminded her of a stretched-out tomcat after a night of rutting. Hmm, 
Alexander? She hadn’t seen Harry with a book yet, and he had more of a stick up his ass than 
his master did, who seemed more languid. “He wouldn’t give it to me, said it was only for 
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you. 


“Tt won’t work if it’s you,” said Levin. Even as he spoke, his words became spacier until he 
was staring into nothing. 


Wendy nudged him, but it didn’t bring him back. 
“He’s a Malk,” said Kaiser. “He’ll get around to it eventually.” 


“In any case,” Prince Isaac idly turned a page, “it is good to see you here, Wendy, considering 
that the last time we saw you it was when Theo stuck a stake in you. I didn’t think you’d be 
able to get out of that one. I think Cock Robin was actually impressed. You were gone before 
the meeting even ended. He kept repeating that you’d only been in there for four minutes by 
the time he realised you were gone.” 


Considering. Considering, not the subtle ‘cawn’sidering that Harry’s accent couldn’t shake. 
Cock Robin, not Cawk Robin. It was Alexander in front of her, then. 


She was getting good at this! 
“T expect he asked you to keep an eye out for me,” said Wendy. 
“He didn’t, actually,” said Alexander. “I think he was in shock.” 


“Anyway, uh,” said Wendy, “Cock Sucker wants evidence, and the best evidence we can get 
will be Miles Erikson’s laptop.” 


Alexander sent Kaiser a subtle look, as if to ask him if Wendy was suggesting what he 
thought she was suggesting. 


“We’re gonna break into the NSA,” said Kaiser. 
Alexander sighed. 


In the corner of the room, Scott Levin continued to stand shock still, like his brain was still 
loading. 


“Any chance you can help with that?” said Wendy, perkily. 


“Well, why not hand the NSA a live specimen on a silver platter?” Alexander shut the book 
with a snap and swung his legs off the sofa. 


“Ah, but that’s where I let you in on a little secret,” said Wendy. “The secret’s this: I don’t 
intend to get caught.” 


“Nobody ever does.” Alexander put the book on the table beside the radio. “I don’t think this 
is necessary. The Breach has already happened. If Miles Erikson is still alive, we should be 
focused on him, not the laptop. There’s no point proving it was him when the damage has 
already been done.” 


“My sire is still in Elysium.” Wendy pointed at a wall she thought might be in a vaguely 
north east direction. “I had to leave him behind to get here. They might put him to Final 
Death any night now. That laptop is the only thing that’1l get him out of it.” 


Alexander had a look on his face that suggested he was weighing up the wisdom of pissing 
off someone who knew which clan he was from versus the wisdom of breaking into ground 
zero of the Breach. 


He sighed again. “Do you even know what this laptop looks like?” 


“Uh.” Wendy had seen Erikson with a laptop a few times, but that wouldn’t be his burner. 
“No.” 


“The NSA consists of four buildings,” said Alexander. “There will be a Jot of laptops in 
there. Especially if he wasn’t considerate enough to write his name on it. Oh, and all of 
DeLaire’s agents are out of our reach even if she was still alive and even if her network was 
still intact. All the intel I have in my head on the NSA will almost certainly be out of date, as 
there’s no doubt they’ll have overhauled as much as they could after Erikson let the cat out of 
the bag. So what are you going to do? Check every single room in all three buildings? Even if 
your plan was wise, it’d be useless from the start if someone just took the damn laptop 
home.” 


“You know, when he puts it that way...” said Kaiser. 


“That won’t have happened.” Wendy snatched a cardboard tube from Kaiser. ““We have the 
floorplans of the NSA. They’ll have the laptop in an evidence room somewhere. The 
evidence rooms won’t be marked, but they’Il be distinct in particular ways — I doubt they’d 
put them in rooms with windows for security and storage reasons, and they’d have to be big 
enough for a lot of shelving. We can make note of potential evidence rooms and canvas 
them.” 


“Mhmm,” said Alexander. “And I suppose you’ll just walk into Fort Meade, and then just 
walk into the NSA itself, like it’s nothing.” 


“Hello?” said Wendy. “Nosferatu? Obfuscate?” 

“Cameras?” said Alexander, pointedly. “As I recall, Obfuscate doesn’t work on those.” 
“That’s the beauty of it,” said Wendy, cheerfully. “Cameras don’t work on every Kindred.” 
Alexander tilted his head to one side and scowled at her. 


“Right,” said Kaiser. “That was about as subtle as a sledgehammer. Just tell him you know 
he’s Lasombra, next time.” 


The shadows underneath the couch turned an inky black, and started to swirl. If the look 
Alexander had been giving her a moment ago was cold, this one was outright murderous. 


“T didn’t tell him!” Wendy threw up her hands. “I didn’t tell him! He knew there was a 
Lasombra around from the very first night he was here.” 


“Wait,” said Kaiser. “He knows you know? The fuck did you tell him that for? What did I 
teach you about keeping your cards close to your chest? Ugh.” 


“T offered to help him stay alive if he helped me stay alive,” said Wendy. She shot an alarmed 
look at Alexander, but the dark look on his face hadn’t changed. Fuck, fuck, fuck, the last 
thing she’d wanted was to piss him off, or fuck up this partnership of sorts before it had 
gotten anywhere! “You really think I’d go around running my mouth off about this when it 
involves a sixth generation Lasombra elder? One who might end up being key to my survival 
if this shit goes sideways? Even /’m not that stupid! You’d crush me like a bug before I could 
even blink.” 


“Yeah.” Kaiser had gone very still, like a serpent ready to strike or a rabbit about to bolt, and 
was looking at a point past Wendy’s shoulder. “About that...” 


Wendy froze. Slowly, she looked behind her. 

Just in time to see something made out of shadows disappear into smoke. 
“Fine,” said Alexander, coldly. “Who else knows?” 

“No one,” said Kaiser. ““We were sitting on —” 

“Qadir,” said Wendy. 

“Fuck you.” 


“Qadir knows,” said Wendy, looking at Alexander earnestly. The hardness in his eyes had 
ebbed, but only slightly. His gaze remained intense. “He wanted to tell the Camarilla. We told 
him that with what was coming, that was a terrible idea.” 


“You make sure he doesn’t tell anyone.” She couldn’t read Alexander’s face. 


The or else was implicit. The shadows in the room still moved at the edge of her vision, 
disappearing when she looked at them directly. Alexander stared at her without blinking. 


Shit. It was easy to forget that this man — the man who talked to lamps, the man who took 
refuge in his back rooms when Elysium had too many people for his liking, the man who 
roughhoused with his ghouls and considered them family — was an incredibly dangerous 
elder of a lower generation than every other Kindred she’d ever met. That he was part of a 
clan known for its ruthlessness, for its lack of tolerance for weakness... 


Its lack of tolerance for liabilities... 


“T’ll make sure,” said Wendy, softly, slowly lowering her hands. “I promise.” 


Alexander stared at her. Hard. Wendy tried not to flinch, tried not to swallow, and met his 
gaze. 


“Very well.” And then the hostility melted away with a sigh. For a moment, Alexander 
looked tired, then he seemed to remember himself and the armour — and the mask — went 
back on. “But I am not walking into the NSA for you. And if you think you can blackmail me 
into —” 


“T have no intentions of doing so,” said Wendy. 


Kaiser, wisely, kept his mouth shut, proving that he had far more sense than Wendy had ever 
had. 


“But I need your help with this.” She spoke soothingly, as if she were addressing a frightened 
animal. “We’ve got a lot of rats at our disposal, we’ve got Obfuscate, but we can’t replace a 
Lasombra. You can step in through the shadows even if the doors are locked, can’t you? You 
can get in there and disable the alarms just by pulling plugs out. Dominate can take care of 
any guards present. Doors in a lot of office buildings often have small windows in them, so if 
there’s any locked doors you can get into any room as long as you can see a shadow on the 
other side.” 


Alexander made a disgusted noise and picked up his book up again. “This is suicidal.” 
“T can’t do this without you.” Wendy curled her arms around her waist. 


“We might be able to,” murmured Kaiser. “We can use the rats as recon to scout ahead of us, 
help us find a way in. They can chew through cabling to disable security for a lot longer than 
just yanking the cables. With the cameras down, we won’t need Dominate when we have 
Obfuscate...” 


“My Elysium was attacked for the second time in as many weeks.” Alexander swung his legs 
back up onto the couch, pointedly looking at his book. “That was the night Erikson was 
supposed to be arrested. They burned it down afterwards. Nobody lost their lives except for a 
few ghouls and the Lady Jane, my Keeper of Elysium, but I lost a few possessions of great 
sentiment. A Bible that belonged to my father. A rosary that belonged to my mother. A 
drawing of her, my brother and I when we were children.” 


Fuck. She’d forgotten about the raid. She could remember those possessions, remember the 
rosary and the Bible in Alexander’s desk. Could remember the drawing of the woman and her 
children, the mirror with the smiley face drawn on it, the book he’d abandoned — Catch-22 
— on the couch after he’d left the room. He’d left it open, spine up. 


Her mother would have hated that. 


“Did Noah make it out?” Wendy asked, past the lump in her throat. “I... didn’t see him on the 
video call.” 


“He’s fine.” Something flickered in Alexander’s eyes as he glanced up at her. “He was asleep 
in his own haven at the time. The only ghouls that died were guards whose sole jobs were to 


watch the place during the day. Two got arrested, but we got them out. One got shot. One was 
caught in the fire. But Noah is fine. My point is...” He turned back to his book. “Why should 
I put myself at so much risk when the NSA are already trying their damnedest to destroy me 
as it is?” 


“T don’t know,” said Wendy, lamely. Then: “I — I can’t answer that. Only you can. All I can 
do is ask for your help and hope that you give it to me.” 


“And I,” said Alexander, without looking at her, “am not inclined to.” 
Wendy swallowed. 

A clock ticked on the wall. 

Alexander turned a page of his book. 


Terry Pratchett, she noted dimly. Jingo. That was the one where the Watch officer arrested the 
Patrician, wasn’t it? Because it was his duty. Even though he hadn’t wanted to. 


But the Patrician had come quietly in that one, had even encouraged his officer to do his duty. 
That wasn’t going to happen here. 

Kaiser opened his mouth. Wendy stamped on his foot just in time. 

“T can answer that,” said a new voice. 

On the couch, Alexander just about jumped out of his skin. So did Wendy. 


“Fucking son of a bitch,’ Alexander snapped, and for a moment Wendy thought he might 
destroy the Malkavian on the spot. “I forgot he was there!” 


“A lot of people do,” said Scott Levin. The fog in his eyes had cleared, somewhat. “I just 
remembered. I have to give you something, Ms Taylor.” He brought a USB stick out of his 
pocket and offered it to Wendy. “The virus I’ve been working on the last few weeks. You get 
onto the computer of the IT administrator and onto the NSA servers, you plug this in, and it’1l 
comb through every directory and wipe as many references to Kindred as it can find.” 


She could remember, now, remember looking at it on his laptop in the first war room, with 
Pieterzoon, Kaiser and Qadir looking over her shoulder. Pieterzoon had said the virus would 
be too overt. Now, looking at everything that lay ahead of them, and a few things that lay 
behind — a destroyed Warren, three raided Elysiums, and god knew what else — it didn’t 
look like a bad idea at all. 


“This is the NSA we’re talking about.” She took the USB, gingerly, from Levin’s upturned 
hand. “Getting onto their servers won’t be easy.” 


“This is a government department we’re talking about,” Levin echoed. “I wouldn’t be 
surprised if the master password was written on a sticky note on someone’s monitor. This is a 
real government agency, not James Bond. You know those movies where the US government 


is all hypercompetent and cutting edge technology? It’s propaganda, made to make 
themselves look scarier than they are. They’re publicly funded, for god’s sake, that means 
they’re underfunded. You won’t have a problem getting in.” 


Wendy looked down at the USB in her hand. 


“You're not going to have time to take the USB back out,” said Levin. “Just stick it in, run 
the program, and leave. Quickly. It’s made for speed, not for thoroughness, but it’ll target any 
connected backup systems as well and set them back quite a bit.” 


“How do you know we won’t have time?” said Wendy. 


“T’m a Lunatic, how would I know how I know?” said Levin. “As for your question —” he 
turned and pointed at Alexander. “Here’s your answer: they’re expecting an attack, and the 
less time they have to prepare for it, the better. There is a short window of time for Wendy to 
attack the NSA servers, and with every night that passes her chances of success go down. 
Without you, she’s almost guaranteed failure. Your clan is all about independence and 
making itself look tough, and sure, your blood gives you a certain pride that other clans don’t 
have, a certain dignity and a desire for self-reliance, but you know it’s bullshit. Real strength 
comes from allies and teamwork. Not because of any warm fuzzy crap, but because it’s 
pragmatic to have a team of experts working to their individual strengths instead of trying to 
do everything you’re not good at on your own. You use your strengths so she can use hers, 
the Second Inquisition will be set back by years. You don’t? It won’t. And your domain will 
burn, and you with it.” 


Alexander didn’t answer. 


“Now, if you don’t mind,” said Levin, “I need to point myself at Washington DC before 
another fugue takes me. I can already feel my brain draining out of my ears. Fuck Malkav.” 


And with that, the Malkavian departed. 
Nobody said anything. 


Wendy looked down at the USB in her hand. “I don’t know why he says it’s my strength 
when it’s his USB.” 


“Malks,” said Kaiser, as if that explained everything. 
Maybe it did. Wendy hadn’t been dead long enough to know. 
Alexander shut his book with a sigh. 


“Fine.” He looked at Wendy. “What do you have in mind?” 
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Together, the three of them hashed out a rough plan. 


“There’s going to be kine all over the place for the first few hours, but if we start at dusk 
tomorrow, that’ll give us extra time to go over all four buildings,” said Wendy, looking over 
the plans. Kaiser had circled several rooms that looked likely to be evidence, along with what 
might be security and IT. “We’re going to have to wing a lot of this.” 


Two hours before dawn, with the limo loaded up with most of what they needed, Kaiser 
departed — first to round up some rats, then to retire to his temporary haven. Alexander had 
calmed down enough to offer Wendy a room in the penthouse for the day. She also accepted 
blood he offered from a ghoul that lived in the same apartment building; she’d need to be 
topped up for the next night. 


When she returned, she found Alexander tinkering with the radio on one of the three white 
couches in the main room. He didn’t look up as she came in. 


Wendy hesitated, watching him as he connected and disconnected wires. “You have a few of 
those in here.” 


She felt dumb the second she said it. 


But Alexander only went “mmm” instead of way to state the fucking obvious, Taylor. And 
then, to her surprise, he continued: “You should have seen it when the wireless first became 


widely available.” 
“The... what?” 


“The radio.” Alexander straightened his back, but still didn’t look at her. “It was called the 
wireless because it was like a phone, but without wires.” He stared down at the radio as if not 
quite seeing it. “I remember a time when we were all in darkness. When Kindred had no light 
at night, because many of us couldn’t even deal with the flame of a candle — because even if 
we didn’t flinch, we would feel a terrible anxiety that only got worse the longer we were 
exposed to it. Elysium was held in the dark. Balls were held in the dark. Meetings. Wars.” He 
bent back over his project. “Light frightened us, even though many of us would never admit 
it. We lit candles to intimidate our enemies as we negotiated with them, not to read books by. 
We used our natural, honed sight for that. Those with Auspex could see even better in the 
dark than the rest of us, even in pitch black.” 


His fingers stopped moving. His eyes slid out of focus. “Ask any Kindred old enough when 
they saw their first light bulb, and you’ll see them fall into emotion. Just imagine that. Being 
in darkness for so long, and then finally seeing a light that didn’t frighten the Beast. It was 
like... like seeing the sun again.” He smiled, faintly. “I don’t know a single Kindred who 
didn’t freely admit that they would have cried if they could shed tears. Not even of my clan.” 


“And these were, like,” said Wendy, “the really crappy early light bulbs?” 


““Crappier’ you can imagine,” Alexander chuckled. “This was before Edison. He didn’t 
invent the light bulb. The light bulbs in the early-mid 19th century were so dim a human 
would have to stand very close to it to read a book by it in the dark, about a couple of feet or 
so. They burned out very quickly too, but... it was still the most incredible thing I’d ever 
seen. Barely any humans got to see those early inventions, but more than one Prince made a 
killing selling access to them to others of our kind, like going to see a show at the theatre. 
Princes would let you see a working light bulb to repay a favour. It was a status symbol. I did 
one hell of a favour for the Prince of Edinburgh to get to see his. Compared to tonight’s bulbs 
it would look like a piece of junk to you, but to this night it was one of the best things I ever 
did. 


“The sheer emotion of it...” Alexander lowered his eyes, but his smile grew. “It’s not 
something one of your age would understand. Even I didn’t fully appreciate it at the time, 
because I hadn’t spent as long in darkness compared to others, and I still sobbed at the beauty 
of that weak little light.” He placed the face of the radio back on, and twisted some screws 
into its surface. “Some Kindred had been dead for so long they couldn’t remember the sun at 
all. Some of the elders were so used to the dark they couldn’t even handle a light bulb. Not 
because of Rotschreck, but because of the association of light and Rotschreck.” He dropped a 
screw and fished for it in a gap between two cushions, before he continued. “I wasn’t afraid. I 
reached out to touch it. It flickered and went out.” He rose to plug in the radio. “It was such 
an early version that the Prince was not surprised that it went out, but when I brought my 
hand away... it came back to life.” 


He put the radio on the table and flicked a switch. Nothing happened. He stroked the polished 
wooden case, then brought his hands away, and only then did the radio explode into staticky 
music. “Sound’s still off,” he muttered. 


“We thought it was... a quirk, back then, something clearly unique to our blood but 
something that amused us.” He switched the radio back off, and then the wall socket. The 
haven’s lights flickered and stabilised. Alexander returned to carefully removing the case, 
unfazed by the anti-lightning flashes of darkness that had descended. “It wasn’t like that for 
everyone of my clan. For some of us, technology only malfunctions if it’s trying to record us 
in some way. For others, like me, anything electric won’t work if we touch it. Some make 
them break entirely — they flick a light switch and trigger the earth leakage, or a computer 
short circuits when they try to turn it on, or an automatic door’s wiring fries. Some of us are 
really lucky and can use any technology, it just takes time because it keeps glitching out.” 


He popped the loose screws in a bowl on the table, then went back to rummaging around the 
radio’s innards. “But in those early nights it was just... funny. It didn’t seem sinister at all. 
We were too overwhelmed by the beauty of seeing light again.” His long, slender fingers 
worked the wires with such precision that would give any arthritic kine envy. “I’ve never felt 
that way again. Not really. But sometimes... sometimes I come close. I felt that way when 
phones became much more common. The wireless. Television. Refrigerators. Blood bags. It 
seems more and more often now that some new brilliant invention I couldn’t have even 
imagined centuries ago comes into existence, and I’m amazed all over again at what those 
little humans can do.” 


“What was it like?” Wendy thought of a younger Alexander, dressed in some nonspecific old- 
fashioned garb she couldn’t quite visualise, making a light bulb turn on and off by touching it 
over and over. “Watching them invent away, and coming to realise you had a new bane other 
than just mirrors?” 


“It wasn’t so bad at first.” Alexander screwed the case on again. “Technology was opt-in. A 
lot of us thought it was just a fad that society would get bored of, and we would enjoy it 
while it lasted. For most of us a wireless still worked if you didn’t touch it, and if you flicked 
a switch the light would still come on after you pulled your hand away. It was a long time 
before that started to change, before we realized that a charming and slightly annoying 
inconvenience could one day become... well. A disability. And as a member of a clan that 
abhors weakness and any sort of vulnerability, I do not use that term lightly. 


“You weren’t far off the mark when you mentioned automatic doors on the phone.” 
Alexander stared at the wall. “It was when they became ubiquitous that we began to realise 
we had a real problem on our hands. We can drive, but a lot of us can’t start our own car 
ignition. It takes electricity, you know? And now people are talking about electric cars. When 
elevators stopped being manually operated, the buttons didn’t register that we’d pressed 
them. Phones — those had been a problem for decades by then, but we’d been ignoring them, 
because acknowledging that we couldn’t communicate the way others could would mean 
acknowledging that we could become a lot more disadvantaged than we already were at the 
time. Now it’s even worse. And SchreckNET?” He shook his head. “That was never anything 
I could be a part of. 


“It’s only going to get worse.” Alexander drummed his fingers on his knee. “It’s happening 
faster and faster, now. I’ve felt since the beginning of the twentieth century that technological 
advances were accelerating, but I thought it would slow down by now.” He put the radio back 
on the table, but this time, he didn’t turn it on. “It hasn’t even plateaued, it’s only sped up 


even more. I keep hearing rumours that a company somewhere is developing a phone that 
doesn’t even have buttons, but uses a touch screen.” He laughed softly. “Imagine that.” 


“That... would have to be a hell of a heavy phone.” Wendy considered the touch screens 
she’d seen in museums and aquariums. Even if you weren’t Lasombra, you had to press them 
pretty hard for them to register your touch at all, and the screens were always quite thick. 
“Yeah, I really can’t see how that would work.” But she’d seen talk of it, too, in the email 
inboxes she spied in; some Ventrue had heard about it, started investing. They seemed to be 
confident enough that the technology not only existed, but was practical enough to work. 


But then, even Ventrue got it wrong sometimes. 


“T used to think that about planes.” Alexander threw an arm over the back of the sofa, turning 
to face her. “I used to think that it wasn’t possible that anything heavier than air could fly. It 
wasn’t until the Wright brothers showed up that I realised birds had been doing it for longer 
than our kind have existed. And if the birds could do it...” Alexander tilted his head. “Jesus. 
Tell fledgling me about 747s sometime. I still don’t know how those things get in the air, let 
alone stay there. There’s an old, old part of me that kicks in sometimes when I see them, like 
a memory from long ago, and just expects them to drop like stones out of the sky. If there’s 
anything the last few centuries have taught me, it’s that kine can do anything. Anything. And 
that Lasombra... can’t.” 


There was silence between them. 
“What happened to the real Isaac Goldwin?” said Wendy. 


“T don’t know,” Alexander mused. He did not seem surprised by the sudden change of 
subject. Perhaps his own mind had drifted in that direction. “His sire used to torture his 
childer, you know. Even got me a few times after Isaac and I switched. Isaac jumped at the 
opportunity I gave him. I took his appearance, and he took a new one entirely. We saw a 
fleshcrafter in New York City to make the transition.” 


Wendy had a feeling she knew which one. 
“T don’t know where he is now,” Alexander murmured. 
More silence. 


“!’m sorry I didn’t tell you that Kaiser and Qadir knew,” said Wendy, suddenly. “It... 
honestly slipped my mind. That kind of thing isn’t something I have to think about. Not like 
you do. I didn’t even consider the risk of it.” 


“Why are you apologising?” She couldn’t read the look Alexander was giving her. 
“Why wouldn’t I?” said Wendy. 


“T can’t think of anyone who would,” said Alexander. “But, ah. I know you’re young, but 
sometimes I forget how young you are. It’s only the young ones who tend to apologise. To 
apologise is to admit a debt, to show weakness someone can exploit. Not a good idea.” 


“How very Lasombra of you,” said Wendy. “Look, I like you. I want to be someone you can 
trust. And yeah, part of that means apologising and owning my mistakes so you know you 
can rely on me to do that.” 


“Oh boy,” Alexander muttered. 
“What?” 


“Nothing.” Alexander gave an amused snort. It was enough of a puff of air to make a dark 
lock hanging over his forehead drift upwards. “Just wondering how long you’re going to last 
in this world.” 


“T’ve managed it this far,” said Wendy. 
“You've been under your sire’s protection this far,” said Alexander. 


“Well.” Wendy grinned. “I'll just have to be careful, then. Can’t say sorry to the wrong 
person or I'll die, I guess.” 


“Maybe there’s hope for you yet.” Alexander smirked at her. It was insufferably adorable. 
“Don’t get me wrong, Wendy. I appreciate the sentiment, though I’d be lying if I said it didn’t 
make me cringe a little.” 


“You’re Lasombra. Comes with the territory. People willingly making themselves vulnerable 
probably makes you want to stab yourself.” 


“That,” said Alexander, “and it feels like I just got offered help by someone who’s essentially 
a toddler.” 


Stung, Wendy huffed. “Whatever happened to me being your ‘best agent’?” 


“The best one I’ve got left,” said Alexander, levelly. “Make no mistake, Wendy, I’ve looked 
into your background and you seem to be quite good at what you do, but you haven’t been in 
this game long and —” 


“And yet,” Wendy snapped, “other than Kaiser, I’m the only one who actually came down 
here to help you, and Kaiser only came because I asked him to. If I wasn’t here, he’d have 
ditched you like the rest. Pieterzoon ran back to New York City and pretty much went ‘welp, 
Baltimore’s fucked’ and offered you no help whatsoeve. Qadir didn’t stay either.” When did 
she stand up? She couldn’t remember standing up. “But I came back. I left my sire behind in 
the hands of someone who wants him dead so I could come down to help you. Because I 
promised you I would. I initially came down to Baltimore because SchreckNET is partly my 
work, and / wanted to make things right, / wanted to get to the bottom of why this happened, 
I wanted to make sure it never happened again. /’m the one who decided to break into the 
NSA to get a hold of that laptop, /’m the one who came up with plans to do so. This is your 
domain, Alexander, this should’ve been your job, but instead you wanted to wash your hands 
of the whole damn thing and pretend it never happened.” 


“And it remains to be seen how well your plan will work,” said Alexander, coldly. 


“You seem to have enough faith in it that you decided to show up after all,” said Wendy. 
“The Malkavian said it himself,” said Alexander. “It won’t work without me.” 

“And it definitely won’t work without me,” said Wendy. 

Alexander gave her a hard look. Wendy stared back without flinching or blinking. 


“T’d threaten to leave you here and make you deal with it yourself,” said Wendy, “but I intend 
to follow through on this with or without your approval, with or without your help. Because it 
needs to be done. Because I promised you I’d help. And nobody else is doing fuck all.” 


“Hm.” Alexander looked away first. “Maybe you have what it takes after all.” 


“Well, thanks for your stamp of approval,” said Wendy, sitting back down, “but as much as I 
made a promise to you, you made one to me, too. You promised you would help me if I 
helped you. You seemed happy enough to take me up on that offer at the time even though 
I’m a toddler.” 


“You have power over me, Taylor.” Alexander’s voice was soft, but his eyes remained 
guarded as they flicked towards her. “When you told me you knew what I was, you were on 
your way to New York to see a Justicar and two Archons, so you were too far away for me to 
destroy, too well-protected if I followed you, and things were too precarious here for me to 
leave. I didn’t have any choice but to capitulate. Whether I like it or not, toddler or not, you 
could destroy everything I’ve built here on nothing more than an emotional whim.” 


“And that,” said Wendy, “is why I apologised to you. Because I want you to trust that I’m not 
the kind of person that would do that, because I know what it’s like to be constantly afraid 
and on your guard, and J don t want you to feel like that when you’re around me.” 


“Why?” said Alexander. 
“Ts it really so damn hard to believe I want to be your friend?” said Wendy. 
Alexander stared at her, baffled. 


“T broke into your office while you were there, remember?” said Wendy. “I saw what you’re 
like when your guard’s not up. You were talking to the lamp. That’s...” She laughed, 
awkwardly. “That was adorable. It was very endearing. You get all silly when it’s just you 
and your ghouls. And I thought...” Suddenly it was hard to look him in the eye. She looked 
away, twisting her fingers. “I thought you’d be a great person to be friends with. You were 
fun without even really doing anything. But, well... you don’t trust me, so your guard’s up, 
so I don’t get to see that side of you when you know I’m here. And. That’s not a bad thing. 
That’s what’s worked for you for centuries. You’re in hiding, you can’t afford not to do that, 
you can’t afford to trust random Nosferatu who’ve already broken into your office and 
rummaged through your shit, you can’t afford to trust random Nosferatu who could fuck up 
your whole life if they get mad at you. 


“But it’s just... sad, I guess. It’s sad that you can’t afford to trust. And I feel sad that I could 
work to earn your trust for years and never get there. I /iked that side of you. And I feel 
empathy for you. I have my Warren, I have people I trust completely, but it’s not like that out 
here, not topside. Topsiders can’t really trust each other, and it’s even worse for you. I can’t 
imagine living like that, not being able to trust anyone, always having to be on your guard. I 
got a taste of that when the Nosferatu were hunting me down before my Embrace. Don’t... 
don’t you get tired of that?” 


She made herself look at him again. His gaze was almost inscrutable, but there seemed to be 
something thoughtful in there. 


“T’m not your pity project,” he said, but despite his words, nothing in his tone was harsh. 


“You’re not,” said Wendy. “I mean, I’m Nosferatu. I spy on people all the time. I’ve seen 
people go through a lot worse and I never tried to befriend them or earn their trust, I just 
gathered what intel I needed and moved on. If you try to save everyone, you can’t help 
anyone. But you — you’re funny. You’re charming. You’re endearing. You banter with your 
ghouls. I just... it’d be fun to be a part of that. And I don’t have the right to demand it so I 
won’t, and because trust is something that must be earned, or given freely, not demanded. 
And as you pointed out, it’s — well. It’s shitty to put you in that position, too, because like 
you said, what choice do you have? I could ask to be your friend and you’d only say yes 
because you’d be afraid of what I could do to you if I said no. And I don’t know how to take 
that threat away for you. I can tell you as much as I like that I don’t intend to go back on that 
no matter how much you might upset me, but can you trust that? You can’t. You don’t know 
me well enough. You’d be stupid to take a chance on me like that. You’ve been doing this for 
centuries, you know your best bet is to give people with power over you what they want and 
get rid of them as soon as possible, because the risk that they could ruin everything is too 
great.” 


The ticking of the clock seemed so loud in the silence that ensued. Alexander’s face shifted 
subtly from thoughtfulness to confusion and back again. 


“But yeah.” Wendy wrapped her arms around her middle. “I would like to be your friend one 
night. I’d like to earn your trust. Maybe. You just seem fun, that’s all. I don’t want you to be 
afraid of what I can do. I just... hope I can get there one night.” 


Alexander didn’t say anything. Wendy felt the sudden urge to pick up the radio he’d left on 
the table and fiddle with it. The silence pressed in. The clock kept on ticking. 


“T got really lucky with my sire,’ Wendy blurted out to fend it off, to fill the room with any 
sound other than that damn ticking. “He’s almost always patient with me. He’s often 
understanding. He’ll be a century dead next year — I keep forgetting he’s technically a 
neonate. He hasn’t forgotten what it’s like to be a fledgling at all. He’s prickly and abrupt 
with everyone else, but he’s never defensive with me, never harsh. I guess he’s a bit like you 
in that respect, in that he lets his guard down only around a very select group of people. 
Everyone else gets the performance. Everyone else gets Uncle Smelly.” 


“But?” said Alexander. 


Wendy finally looked at him. “Sorry?” 
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“T sense a ‘but,’” said Alexander. 


Well. She had been going there, but... “It’s nothing.” 
“Weren’t you just talking about trust?” His face was unreadable again. “It works both ways.” 


“It’s not that,” said Wendy. “Just considering who your sire is it — what I was about to say 
sounds so stupid.” 


Alexander just raised a dark eyebrow. 
Wendy caved. 


“What do you do when someone you think the world of has this... one part of them that you 
think is absolutely sickening and deplorable?” She bit her lip. “That they’re great, except for 
this one thing?” Or two things, if she counted him bringing back SchreckNET. But that was 
something she could move past, it was just devastating, not... not deplorable. 


This? This was harder. The Kennels were so much harder, and they’d been pulling at her 
conscience for ten years. 


“T just feel like such a spoiled brat for being so bothered by it at all when so many sires out 
there are just so, so much worse.” She pressed her lips together. “I don’t think I’ve ever 
encountered anyone who had a better sire than me at all, but...” 


“Doesn’t really mean anything, I don’t think.” Alexander shrugged. He seemed a little less 
defensively hunched, now, slowly spreading himself over the rest of the couch and leaning 
back on a cushion. As if talking about her problems was safer than his. It probably was. “Just 
that the pedestal he fell from is higher than most.” 


Wendy pursed her lips and fidgeted. “I suppose... I suppose I do idolise him a bit.” 


“A bit?” Alexander’s eyebrow went up again. “Even Kindred with normal sires wouldn’t 
have done what you’ve done for him. You had a Blood Hunt on your head and you came 
down here even knowing I could punt you back to New York City the second I heard about it. 
You knew they’d be able to find you here. You could’ve been destroyed for him. And for 
what?” 


“T’m sorry?” said Wendy. 
“What would you have gotten in return for what you did?” said Alexander. 


“It’s not about that,” said Wendy. “I did it because it was the right thing to do, because I care 
about him —” 


“So nothing, then.” 


“T would’ve gotten a world that still had him in it!” said Wendy. “Because I can’t bear to lose 
him. He’s my best friend and has been for years. Sometimes he upsets me, but I don’t want 
him destroyed. So of course I’d try to help. Of course I’d try to fix things. He’d do the same 
for me.” 


“You're sure about that?” said Alexander, in a tone that was almost bored. 


“Yes.” Wendy didn’t even hesitate. Gerard had flaws, just like anyone else did, but this was 
rock solid. “Without a doubt. I know he would.” 


“Well, then,” said Alexander, “you must be the first Kindred in the world who’s got a half- 
decent sire.” He rolled his head back to rest it on the back of the sofa, sprawling like a 
fledgling instead of a Prince. “Except for this one thing.” 


“He’s great otherwise,” Wendy mumbled. “He just —” 
“Ts he?” said Alexander. “Really?” 


“Nobody’s perfect.” Wendy fidgeted. “He entrusted me to do this even though I don’t know 
what the hell I’m doing.” Shit, why’d she say that out loud? It had been hard enough to get 
Alexander to go with her latest scheme without confessing she was making it all up as she 
went along. “He never taught me how to deal with other Kindred. And he’!I — he intends to 
rebuild SchreckNET once this is over, and he just expects me to go along with it as if I hadn’t 
put myself at risk several times over cleaning up after the Breach.” 


“Ts that it?” Alexander sat up. “Is that what’s bothering you so much?” 
She swallowed. She looked down. 

“That’s it?” Alexander scoffed. ““That’s what you’re so — ?” 

“The Kennels.” She could barely get the words out. 

Alexander stopped. “The... the what?” 


“Where the Nosferatu keep our... food.”” Wendy gazed at the radio on the table. It gave her an 
anchor. Old emotions, emotions she’d spent ten years burying, threatened to drown her. “It’s 
a long trip to the surface and a lot of Nosferatu coming out of the same entrance every night 
is a security risk. So we have the Kennels.” She swallowed, but the lump in her throat was 
too big to choke down. “Fledglings never like it. If anything, our clan uses them as a kind of 
test for a fledgling — if a fledgling isn t disturbed by the Kennels, then it’s a sign there’s 
something horribly wrong with the fledgling and they’ll actually get put down, because 
they’ll only get worse as they get older. But that revulsion, the horror... that’s something 
we’re expected to get over as we get older.” She twisted a thin lock of blonde-ish hair around 
her finger. “But I never did. It’s... it’s sick. It’s awful. And Gerard just doesn’t get how 
fucked up the whole thing is.” 


Alexander hesitated. “Somehow I get the feeling it’s not dogs that get kept in there.” 


“No,” said Wendy. “We treat dogs better.” 


“So I’m guessing they keep —” 


“Whatever you can think of,’ said Wendy. “I can guarantee the truth is worse.” She 
swallowed. 


“My clan is from the Sabbat,” said Alexander. “I can imagine some —” 


“Even the Sabbat wouldn’t stoop this low,” said Wendy. “Not except for the Nosferatu among 
them, anyway. I heard a lot of awful stories about the Sabbat in the lead up to the Battle of 
New York, and none of them were as bad as what we do in our own Warren.” 


Alexander looked disturbed. 


“T can’t believe that someone I have so much respect for, someone who’s been so kind to me 
and so patient and nurturing, could be fine with it.” Wendy’s voice was small. “I can’t 
reconcile it. | can’t wrap my head around it.” 


“Uncle Smelly?” Alexander muttered. “Nurturing?” 


“We’re supposed to become fine with it over time,” said Wendy. ““We’re supposed to just... 
grow out of compassion. Out of basic human decency. We’re supposed to get fed up of hiking 
up to the surface every single night on foot, and start giving in and doing what’s convenient. 
Start eating from the Kennels. Like everybody else.” She swallowed. Her voice shook. 


“Tm still having trouble wrapping my head around this,” said Alexander. “The Sabbat like to 
stick kine in cages or string them up from the ceilings. And you tell me this is worse? What 
could possibly be worse than that?” 


“T can tell when they give me blood from the Kennels,’ Wendy whispered. “It... tastes 
different to the prey you’d find on the streets. A lot different.” 


“Wendy, I really don’t understand —” 


“It’s the hormones,” she croaked. “Blood tastes differently depending on the hormones. It... 
tastes better. And the prey take up less space...” 


Alexander stared at her. 

She saw the exact moment when it clicked. 

“Tt can’t be what you’re implying,” he said. “Even the Sabbat wouldn’t stoop that low —” 
“Yep,” said Wendy. 

Neither of them said anything for a while. 

“That’s a massive Masquerade violation begging to happen,” said Alexander. 


“T’ve tried putting it that way,” said Wendy. “Nobody gives a shit. Nobody but the fledglings. 
Even John, who was Embraced within a month of me, drinks from there now.” 


“Jesus.” 


“T tried to free them once.” Wendy’s voice threatened to crack. “After the Battle of New 
York. I got... lost underground once, almost got destroyed, but my sire found me just on 
time. Our Warren almost got wiped out by Cock Robin and so did our antitribu.” 


“T’m sorry, Cock Robin did what?” 


“T wasn’t doing well.” Wendy kept on going as if he hadn’t spoken. “And there was this... 
this one conversation I had with Cock Robin that stuck with me. That haunted me.” 


“You talked to him during the battle?” said Alexander. 


“Only once,” said Wendy. “This was before he tried to destroy us all.” This time, Alexander 
didn’t ask. “Back when he was an Archon. It was the only time I talked to him during the 
whole thing. Before that I might have passed him messages, or taken messages from him — I 
was a runner during the battle. But... well, our Warren was filling with refugees from all 
across the Eastern Seaboard as city after city fell to Sascha Vykos and the Sabbat. The 
Kennels wouldn’t have been able to support that many people, but despite the risk that would 
come from everyone having to leave to hunt in greater numbers than we would have 
otherwise had, Calebros agreed to ban everyone who wasn’t a local from feeding from the 
Kennels. 


“And one time,” Wendy went on, “I saw Cock Robin go in.” 


A smirk spread lazily across Alexander’s face. “Knowing you, you didn’t tolerate that for a 
moment.” 


“Oh no,” said Wendy. “I marched right on in there to chew him out. I didn’t give a shit he 
was an Archon. But when I went in there he wasn’t eating, he was just... just staring at 
them.” Recalling the scene almost felt like remembering being lost under New York; the 
memory threatened to drag her down. And she could remember it so vividly. “He... he 
noticed I didn’t like looking at the cages. He didn’t say anything, but I saw that he noticed. I 
asked him what he thought he was doing in there. He just asked me how long I’d been dead. I 
was only five at the time, so I told him that. He told me that was usually long enough to at 
least tolerate the Kennels. And I said that... I said that some things aren’t tolerable.” 


She could still hear his voice, rasping in her head. It was the most words she’d ever heard 
him string together without his interpreter. Even at the time, she’d known that was 
significant. “That’s when he asked me, ‘So why do you tolerate it anyway?’” 


She felt as if she was in the War Room again, speaking to Jan on the couch, vision out of 
focus as the past danced in front of her mind’s eye. She half expected to feel the gentle tug of 
Presence from Alexander, but there was nothing. He was no Pieterzoon. 


When she didn’t say anything, Alexander asked, “So what happened?” 


“T didn’t answer,” she said. “He just sort of looked at me for a moment, then left without 
feeding. And I know he didn’t feed, because all the... residents... were upset. They’re 


addicted to the Kiss. They were upset they didn’t get it. 
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“T never told anyone about that talk.” She swallowed. “Never.’ 
“His ghoul’s a child, isn’t she?” said Alexander. 

“Yeah,” said Wendy. “I always wondered where he got her.” 
Alexander frowned at his lap. 


“That talk bothered me for weeks.” She took a deep breath in through her nose. “I was still 
upset after the battle. Calebros was Prince now and barely ever there, Gerard was always mad 
at him by then, and I was having trouble coping with everything that had happened. I'd... had 
enough. Decided Cock Robin was right. Decided I shouldn’t tolerate it. Decided that maybe 
we'd all deserved to die after all. So I went to the Kennels and I opened all the cages.” 


Alexander watched her. 


“It was a stupid thing to do,” said Wendy. “They’d have been in for a miserable time without 
any vitae to sustain them, even if they survived the withdrawal. But nobody was listening, 
nobody cared, and I was desperate and upset and didn’t know what else to do. Ended up not 
being any point to it. They didn’t run, or anything. They just...” She could remember 
standing there, remembered the small faces that surrounded her in a tight circle with their 
wrists held up, remembered their little begging noises. “They just begged me for vitae, or for 
the Kiss. That was all they did.” She should cry, but she couldn’t. She was such a piece of 
shit she couldn’t even cry for them. “Emmett, who kept the Kennels back then, back before 
he left — he found me in there.” Their faces had been looking down at her, by then. She’d 
been on her knees, hadn’t she? Had crumpled to the floor, hadn’t she? Had collapsed into a 
sobbing mess, hadn’t she? “He never forgave me for that. He was pretty pissed. Said he was a 
Kennel kid once, and he turned out fine, what would J know? He said I didn’t have the right 
to look down on him and everyone else who’d been through it, that it wasn’t my place to 
decide what was best for them. Before then, I’d always felt certain I was right, but after 
that... I know a few people who used to be in the Kennels. Pug. Mike. Sneeze. Calebros. 
None of them really had a problem with it. So what right did I have... what would I know?” 


“What would they know?” said Alexander. 
“Pardon?” 


“What would they know?” said Alexander, again. “They never knew any different. How 
would they know it was fine?” 


Her throat still felt as if there was something big lodged in it. 
“That’s a pretty awful thing for your sire to be alright with,” said Alexander. 


“The rest of the Nosferatu seem to be, too,” said Wendy. “Most Warrens have one. It’s... it’s 
just in our culture. And they think that because it’s in our culture, that makes it okay. I hate 
that. I hate that so much. I could never get used to it. But I feel guilty just existing because... 


I’m not doing anything about it, am I? I tried to let them out, but nothing happened. I tried to 
speak up, but nobody listened. If I ever say anything now, people just roll their eyes and tune 
out, because oh look, Wendy's preaching again. What is there left for me to do? Leave? What 
would that achieve? Nobody would care. It wouldn’t make a difference. All that would 
guarantee was that someone who did care wasn’t around for them any more and that things 
could get worse without me there to stop it, but... what good did I ever do for them staying 
behind, anyway?” 


“Ever tried putting them down?” said Alexander. 


“A fledgling did that a couple of years ago,” said Wendy. “The cages just got filled up again. 
It was treated as an... adolescent thing by the elders. Like a teenager running away. A bit of 
pointless, harmless rebellion. An annoyance at most. Nothing to take seriously. He’d grow 
out of it, they said.” 


“Did he?” 


“I dunno,” said Wendy. “He got sent to another Warren. My sire said that it was a 
Masquerade risk to keep having to replenish the Kennels.” 


“".. Wow.” 

“Yeah.” 

“T can’t imagine any other possible way they could minimise that risk.” 
“Yeah.” 


“We do pretty horrible things to survive,’ Alexander mused. “That’s just how the World of 
Darkness works. But the rest of it? That’s optional. Ghouling someone is pretty much 
mandatory — we can’t get a job, we can’t pay rent, we can’t live among the kine as if we’re 
one of them. But that kind of thing?” He snorted. “I never went out of my way to be nasty to 
Kine. I’m not a sadist. My blood — it makes it hard to tolerate weakness and vulnerability. 
Ever since I died, just seeing someone ask for help gives me secondhand embarrassment. I 
tried to control it in the beginning, tried to make it go away, but it never did, so I just 
accepted it. But being a sadist was never important to survival.” 


“T’m just as bad as them,” Wendy murmured, her voice starting to break, “because I never 
fixed it.” 


“You tried.” 

“Tt’s not enough. It wasn’t enough. It was never enough.” 
“What else could you do, other than try?” 

“T could fix it.” 


“You set them free and they didn’t leave. You spoke up and nobody listened. What else could 
you do?” 


“T could fix it!” 
Alexander looked at her. 
“How?” he said. 


“T don’t know.” Her voice was a tiny, cracking thing, and she hunched over in her seat 
because the words hurt to get out and oh, now she felt her eyes ache, she couldn’t have tears 
any more but her eyes and jaw still hurt as if they were there, and her voice shook and 
wavered so much she could barely make out her own words, and she croaked again, “I don’t 
know,” and she covered her face with her hands and curled in on herself, and... 


And really, Alexander should be wincing right now. The Blood did what it did, and no 
Lasombra could help it. She waited for noises of disgust, waited for cringing embarrassment. 


But then there was an arm around her shoulders, and a Lasombra beside her, squeezing her 
gently, letting her lean into him as she choked back the sobs. She pressed her face into his 
shoulder and clutched his clothing. He smelled nice. He touched her hair, thin as it was, 
touching her, as Nosferatu and disfigured as she was. And oh, she’d never cared about the 
deformities, not underground, not when she was surrounded by people just as hideous as she 
was, but up here the topsiders treated her like she was dirty but he was touching her, boils 
and all, scaly skin and webbed hands and all, stroking her hair and her jaw, the elder who’d 
made a big deal out of being alone and independent and J dont need you because you’re just 
a toddler was touching her and making soft, soothing noises, the one with the blood that told 
him to scorn weakness and here she was, weak and fragile and trying not to cry, and failing, 
and sobbing tearlessly into his neck and clinging, clinging, clinging. 


He did not let go. 


And, for a long time, neither did she. 
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When her sobs finally eased, there was nothing. Wendy should be sniffling still, or have 
swollen eyes, or an aching jaw, but without tears her dry sobs had left nothing behind. It was 
anticlimactic. Frustrating. 


She didn’t feel as better as she would if she was alive. 
“There, there,” her Lasombra murmured. 
She wasn’t sure how she’d ended up on his lap. 


“Sorry.” She swallowed the croak in her voice. Out of some long-ago human habit from her 
childhood, she wiped at her dry nose with her wrist. “Lasombra probably hate tears.” 


“We cannot help it any more than you can help your appearance.” There was something 
strangely comforting in his refusal to lie; perhaps it was the sheepish smile that accompanied 
his confession. “For that, I’m truly sorry. Please understand that I am sincere nonetheless.” 


“It’s okay,” she said. He reached out to touch her jaw, and she blinked. Her brain stopped, 
restarted, and decided to continue running the .exe of her earlier thoughts. “I — I appreciate 


that you comforted me anyway. It means a lot.” 
“Mmm.” He brushed a finger against a boil. “Does that hurt?” 
“T — uh? Um. It feels uncomfortable, but it doesn’t hurt.” 


“I’ve never touched a Nosferatu before,” he mused. “You smell... strange, but not 
unpleasant. Just different.” His fingers brushed by her collar bone as he looked at her throat. 
“You have scales. I never noticed that before. Like a fish, not a lizard. Tiny ones.” 


Her brain flailed, and threw the first words out of her mouth she could think of: “Are you 
propositioning me?” 


“You need comfort.” His voice was quiet, and he did not look her in the eye. No, his eyes 
were still on the hollow of her throat, gently nudging aside the collar of her shirt, undoing a 
button. Oh, shit. Like, a good kind of “oh, shit” but still an “oh, shit” nonetheless. “And you 
can’t be distracted tomorrow night.” 


“Uh —” She seized his wrist, staring at him. 
His eyes finally flew to hers, obvious in his surprise. 


“Look...” She searched for something tactful to say. But, well, she’d never been good at tact, 
had she? “I don’t need your pity fuck.” 


“That’s not what I was suggesting.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes “Silly childe. You said 
you wanted to be my friend, but it’s obvious what you really meant.” 


Oh, fuck. 
Oh, fuck. 


“Yeah, well...” She squirmed uncomfortably on his lap, realised what a bad idea that was, 
and went still. “Look, that doesn’t mean —” 


“Did I misread you?” When he withdrew his wrist, she let it go. 


“No.” If only she was a Gangrel so she could sink into the earth and die. Well, not that she’d 
be able to do that up here, being in an apartment, but — oh, shut up, brain! “Look. ’'m 
Nosferatu. I’m hardly a catch.” 


“You’ve never seemed bothered by your appearance.” Alexander leaned back on his hands to 
get a better look at her, watching her like she was a puzzle to figure out. “Most Nosferatu I’ve 
met are self conscious. They either try to hide themselves away, or they throw their 
appearance in your face, daring you to react with horror or revulsion. But you don’t. You 
just... exist as who you are.” 


“Yeah, well.” Wendy swallowed. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you just because your Blood 
hates vulnerability, but I’m not different. Every Nosferatu is self conscious. We just have 
different degrees of it.” 


“Ts that so?” His fingers were tracing her throat again. 
Ah, shit, there went her brain function again. 


“In the Warren, I’m fine,” she rambled. “Topside, I’m fine. But sleeping with a pretty not- 
Nosferatu?” She laughed nervously as his fingers went to the second button on her shirt. “Oh, 
that’s much different. Much, much different. I’m well aware you can — hey, uh. You can stop 
that.” He stopped, but didn’t move his hand. “I just mean that I know I’m not one of your 
pretty topsider girls.” 


She got off his lap, but he grabbed her wrist. 
“Why do you have to be?” He let go as soon as she stopped. 
“Alexander.” She sighed. “I like you. I like you a lot. But this isn’t right.” 


“Since when do you let your insecurities stop you?” He stood up too, as close as they were. “I 
won’t lie. A Nosferatu’s looks can be confronting, I won’t coddle you by saying otherwise. 
But if you can stand that... if you let me /ook at you...” 


“Tt’s not insecurity,” she said. 


“No?” His eyebrows rose in a sceptical expression. “My dear Wendy, I can tolerate willing 
vulnerability. It takes a certain strength of character to consciously expose your neck. But self 
delusion and self denial? I thought you were better than that.” 


She reached for the first weapon that came to mind. “I thought you were, too.” 
He blinked. “I beg your pardon?” 


“You said it yourself,” she said. “I have power over you. Yeah, I’d like to, but... I can’t do 
this. And I don’t want to turn you into the kind of person who’d offer to sleep with someone 
because you want to ingratiate yourself to them, especially not someone you’d probably find 
disgusting. I may feel self conscious, but I also accept that my clan bane means that no 
topsider is ever likely to want to willingly fuck me, and honestly, that just makes this worse. 
Sure, if I was some pretty Toreador taking advantage of you, you’d still feel dirty afterwards, 
but a Nosferatu? You’d just feel even worse.” 


Alexander stared at her. 


“T can’t let myself take advantage of you,” she said. “And I can’t set you up for how you’d 
feel if I did. You deserve better. I won’t lie, I am... fonder of you than...” Oh, this was so 
fucking awkward. “Yeah, I fancy you a bit. That’s how the Brits say it, isn’t it? But... I was 
sincere when I said I wanted to be your friend, when I said I wanted to be someone you could 
trust. And if I slept with you now, even if you really wanted it?” She smiled weakly. “I 
wouldn’t be someone worth trusting. If it weren’t for this, if it weren’t for you being afraid, if 
it weren’t for you not knowing me well enough to really trust me, well... I'd take my 
chances. It’d be hard, I’d feel incredibly self conscious, but I’d give it a go because I don’t 
want my insecurities to hold me back. But my insecurity, that you’re just offering because 


you want to endear yourself to me so that I won’t tell? I think that’s an important insecurity to 
have. A worthwhile one.” 


Emotions flashed across Alexander’s face, changing too rapidly for her to read, all except for 
one: fear. 


“IT know this probably makes things worse for you.” She took his hands. “You’re probably 
even more scared now thinking that there’s one less thing you could do to ensure my 
silence.” 


“T’m not scared.” His lips curled back to bare his teeth. 


“T hope you can trust me, in time.” She squeezed his hands again. “I know that’s easier said 
than done, but... like you said, there’s a certain amount of strength that comes in baring your 
own neck, isn’t there?” 


He didn’t say anything. 
She smiled at him, but it felt weak as water. 


“You have a good morning.” She kissed him on the cheek. “And I'll see you in the evening.” 


Alexander didn’t acknowledge their talk the next evening. If anything, he was cold; she wrote 
it off to stung pride. She offered him a rat in this trying time. 


“T told you, I don’t have Animalism,” he grouched, but took Scabbers from her. 


“T can still keep an eye on you through him,” said Wendy. “Plus I’m taking Brutus in with me 
tonight, remember? He’s massive, he’s so fat. I don’t know what Kaiser feeds him.” 


“Yes, yes.” He brushed past her to fetch a coat from its stand, rodent in one hand. “I better 
not stink of rat when we finish up.” But when he tipped Scabbers into one of the large, inner 
pockets, he was gentle with him. “Where’s your other rat?” 


“Reepicheep? I left him with Kaiser last night.” 


Noah and Harry turned up to see them off. Noah was all business until he saw his brother’s 
unprofessional grumbling, at which point he relaxed and helped himself to a Capri Sun from 
the fridge. “Have fun storming the castle!” He stuck a straw in the corner of his mouth. 
“Harry and I will be on standby here, we’ve got people posted at the usual places who will 
call us if you need to send a message.” 


“T could just call you,” said Wendy. 


Noah hesitated. 


“She’s fine.” Alexander waved a hand. “Give her Harry’s number. She’ll call if we need 
anything.” 


A flash of surprise crossed Noah’s face, but then he nodded. 


“We’re making friends with the Sewer Rat now?” Harry sneered. Now that he and Alexander 
were finally in the same room together, Wendy was baffled she’d ever had trouble telling 
them apart; though they looked identical, and their accents were almost the same, Harry stood 
a lot more stiffly than Alexander at his most guarded, and smiled less easily. “It’s going to 
take ages to get the smell out of my haven.” 


“Haven.” Alexander rolled his eyes. “You’re not Kindred, for heaven’s sake.” 
“You can always bunk down with me again.” Noah grinned. 


“Which bed is Harry’s?” said Wendy. “I want to rub myself all over it all of a sudden. 
Naked.” 


Harry looked revolted as Noah erupted into laughter. Even Alexander smiled. 


The night before Kaiser, Wendy and Alexander had spent some time removing all of Kaiser’s 
screens and desktop towers and stashing them in a room in Harry’s haven. Well, except for 
the hard drives, which Kaiser had pointedly removed from all the towers and squirrelled 
away in some hidey hole or other. Back in the limo, there was an esky full of blood bags 
under one of the seats and the architectural drawings were within Kaiser’s easy reach. Kaiser 
had switched his limo’s plates for some that were registered to Maryland; DeLaire had given 
him a few pairs the week before. 


“Well,” Kaiser had admitted, “she didn’t really give them to me. I wrangled them out of her. 
She’s tighter than a virgin’s —” 


Alexander had tactfully interjected with an inquiry about seating allocations. Would he sit in 
front with the driver? Easier for getting in and Dominating the guards without letting them 
see inside the back. But he needed to be able to talk with the two Nosferatu if something 
came up, they’d decided. Meanwhile, Kaiser didn’t want Jackie overhearing things he 
shouldn’t in case shit went sideways and the military captured him. 


“You think the blood bond will stop him from squealing?” said Kaiser. “Absolutely fucking 
not.” 


Wendy had reluctantly agreed with him. 


And so Jackie was left behind, and when Wendy and Alexander arrived at the limo, Kaiser 
was in the driver’s seat with his Mask of a Thousand Faces on. Alexander stepped into the 
passenger seat; Wendy got into the back and headed towards Kaiser’s usual seat. 


It felt odd, seeing the panel between the cabin and the back completely down. It was even big 
enough that if they had to, one of them could crawl through. It’d be tight, sure, but... 


“Tl put it up when we reach the gates.” Kaiser hit the accelerator before Wendy could sit 
down. She almost dropped her box of rats with the sudden movement. “Brutus is under my 
usual seat.” 


Wendy pulled open a drawer. A large fat rat snoozed inside it. He didn’t even wake up as 
Wendy put him in her coat. 


“T’ve never used rats as walkie talkies before,” said Alexander. 

“Have you ever actually used a walkie talkie?” said Kaiser. 

“Do I look like I find your wit amusing, Kaiser?” said Alexander. 

“What makes you think I’m trying to be amusing?” Kaiser glanced at Alexander. 
“Oh. So you’re just an idiot, then.” 

“No, I’m trying to be irritating.” 

“Keep going, it’s working.” 


“Well, I had something in mind to annoy you some more,” said Kaiser, pulling up at some 
traffic lights. “Marcus Vitel.” 


“What about him?” 

“Tell us the story there.” 

“What story? Which story?” 

“You and him.” 

“Knowledge is power, Nosferatu. I’m not giving you any more if I can help it.” 
“Mhmm.” 

“All you need to know is I got out as soon as I could.” 

“And now you think he’s just down the road, in Washington DC,” said Kaiser. 


“He knows because he’s been writing to Alexander, remember?” Wendy put an arm across the 
window between the cabin and the back, over where the panel had sunk into the divider. “I 
saw the letter in his study.” 


“That’s the problem though, isn’t it?” said Kaiser. As the lights turned green, he stepped on 
the gas. Wendy almost fell out of her seat. “You mention any evidence of his return to the 
Camarilla and that’s a dead giveaway you’re Lasombra. So you tell them he’s back and they 
don’t believe you because you can’t tell them how you know.” 


“What do you need from us?” said Wendy. 


“Really, Wendy?” said Alexander. “I vaguely recall us having this argument last night. You’re 
good, but you’re not invincible. Don’t be so arrogant as to assume you can take on a Methu 
— ow!” 


Kaiser cackled. 
“She poked me!” said Alexander. “A Prince!” 
“There is no such thing as a Prince when Wendy and I are in the room.” Kaiser grinned. 


“T’m not so confident I’m suicidal, Alexander.” Wendy pulled back for another poke, if 
necessary. “But we can offer some assistance. Does the letter have anything incriminating in 
it if you got it translated into English?” 


“Yes. He was very amused by my ‘playing Prince,’ as he put it.” 


“Write him back,” said Wendy. “Keep writing. If you get a letter that doesn’t give anything 
about you away, we can get it to the Camarilla. Just say our intelligence turned it up.” 


Alexander scowled. “I’m not encouraging him.” 


“Dude,” said Wendy, “I know people like him. If you ignore them long enough, sooner or 
later they turn up on your doorstep. You can’t avoid him forever, but you can buy yourself 
some time —” 


“And then what?” Alexander turned to face her, but there was no anger in his tone or his 
expression, only frustration. “The Camarilla threw their best Archons at him and he survived. 
I can’t outlast him, Wendy. For as long as I’m in Baltimore, I’m surrounded on all sides. Him. 
The Camarilla. This new inquisition.” 


“You're thinking of leaving?” Wendy frowned. 


“Not yet.” Alexander turned back to face the front. “We have the NSA to deal with. Without 
a Prince here, Baltimore wi// fall, and it won’t survive whatever power vacuum occurs in my 
absence.” 


“A self-sacrificing Lasombra,” said Kaiser, glancing at his blind spot as he changed lanes. He 
even used an indicator, triggering an eyebrow raise from Wendy. “Now I’ve seen 
everything.” 


“IT know what the NSA are capable of.” Alexander didn’t look at him. “What’s happening 
here is no small thing. Sooner or later, I’'d get destroyed if I ran, whether it was from this 
second Inquisition or my sire. We need to nip this issue in the bud. Then Ill worry about 
Vitel.” 


“The bud’s already a full grown weed.” Kaiser stopped at another traffic light. 


“And we’re about to delay the spread.” Alexander shot him an irritated look. 


“That’s the real reason you ended up agreeing to help, wasn’t it?” said Wendy. “Dying here is 
better than getting stuck under Vitel’s thumb again.” 


“For someone who’s trying to endear herself to me,” said Alexander, glaring at the window 
as if trying to catch her reflection’s eye, “you seem determined to get under my skin.” 


“Oh, no,” said Kaiser. “That’s just her natural personality. Can it, both of you. We’re 
approaching the base. Goldwin, I’m going to need your Dominate to take care of the guards 
at the gate. They’ll want to search the back. Don’t let them. Wendy, move your arm, I’m 
bringing up the partition. And Obfuscate just in case.” 


“Leave it cracked so I can listen.” Wendy shifted to obey. The panel came up until only a tiny 
gap was left. She drew the shadows around her, hugging her box of rats. 


Out of the window, she watched a steady stream of the evening commute coming out of Fort 
Meade. “We’re going to have to go around to the main gate.” Kaiser’s voice was only slightly 
muffled. “Both lanes are exit only. Damn it, I picked this one because it’s nice and close to 


HQ.” 


“Some bases do that for commuting hours.” Alexander shuffled some papers. “The main exit 
might be the same, let me check... alright, try the one on Anapolis Road. There’s a smaller 
gate farther along, it may be just the biggest gates that are one-way at this time of night.” 


Kaiser turned the limo around. 


“What are we going to do if more than one guard talks to you?” Wendy pressed closer to the 
panel as if it would do anything to calm her racing nerves. 


“Keep talking.” Alexander sounded unbothered. “Dominating one person in front of another 
overtly can cause problems, but if you do it subtly then the others won’t question the first 
person’s behaviour.” 


“They might be on the alert for Kindred.” Wendy tightened her grip on her box of rats. “We 
don’t know how much the guards know or how vigilant the NSA is for any infiltration.” 


“T will handle it,” said Alexander. 


The gate Alexander had suggested had an input lane; Kaiser smoothly turned into it. As 
Kaiser slowed the limo to a stop, Wendy’s heart began to stutter and lurch in her chest, 
struggling to find its old, living rhythm. Wendy pried her fingers from the box and dug her 
nails into her hands. 


“Kaiser,” said Alexander. “The window, please. It’s electric.” 
“Oh, right.” 
The window whirred as it went down. 


“Sir,” came an unfamiliar, male voice. “I'll need to see the IDs of everyone coming in, and 
credentials from at least one of you that clears everyone to enter. We’ll also need to search the 


vehicle.” 


“Round this side, please.” Alexander’s calm, British accent was a soothing balm. “He’s just 
the driver.” 


Kaiser muttered. Wendy glanced at the nearest door. 
Oh. 

Shit. 

She hadn’t locked them! 


She leaned over, the box of rats like a heavy weight on her thighs, and slowly nudged the 
lock... 


The click of it felt like a gunshot in the night. She stilled, but there were no sounds from 
outside that indicated any of the guards had heard. 


“Thank you.” Alexander’s voice remained as steady as ever. Wendy put the box onto a seat 
next to the plans, and crept towards the back door. Outside the tinted windows, bored soldiers 
loitered. They shouldn’t be able to see inside, but Wendy felt like a goldfish in a bowl. “I’m 
surprised to hear all this, I was told it wouldn’t be necessary.” 


“It’s necessary for everyone, sir,” were the words the guard said, but what it meant was 
clearly are you a fucking idiot? 


Wendy nudged the back lock. It sprung from her fingers and fell in place with another loud 
crack. 


The silence that followed stretched on for a moment too long. Shit, did he hear...? Wendy 
glanced through the tinted window. The soldier straightened up, glancing towards her. Even 
behind the tinted windows, she reached for the comforting safety of Obfuscate only to find it 
was already there. 


“Is something wrong?” said Alexander. 


“Your windows are tinted quite dark, sir,” said the soldier. Before Alexander could reply, he 
said, “ID, please.” 


One of the loiterers moved behind the first guard, craning his neck to get a better look at 
Alexander. 


Did she imagine it, or did his eyes widen? It was subtle and gone in an instant, but — the 
windows were so dark, maybe he hadn’t recognised him, maybe Wendy just couldn’t see that 
well... 


2. 


“Its not necessary to scan us, or search us,” said Alexander. “I was told that you were 
informed of our arrival. You have been expecting us. We dont need to present ID.” 


“Oh!” The first guard snapped to attention. “My apologies, sir, go right on in!” 


“There's no need to cause any fuss or notify anyone,” said Alexander. “I'll do that myself 
once we get there.” 


“Sir.” The second guard was talking, but at least he hadn’t raised the alarm. Not yet. “We 
can’t —” 


“What?” the first sounded annoyed. 


(2? 


“We can’t just let someone in without ID or credentials!” said the second, nervously. “And if 
anyone tries, the new rules say we have to send word higher up the chain than usual.” 


“He recognised you,” Wendy hissed through the partition. “They must have a picture off 
SchreckNET.” 


“You know who you’re talking about, right?” Kaiser hissed back. Through the gap in the 
partition, Wendy saw him continue to face the front. “A picture? Of him?” 


“Did you forget he has a professional body double, or something?!” 
“Oh. Shit.” 


“Ts that so?” Alexander gestured the second guard over. “Come here. Good boy. When was 
this new protocol put in place?” 


“Er,” said the second guard. “Uh...” 
“Last couple of weeks or so,” said the first guard. 


“Pll clear it up, then,” said Alexander. “Let us in. I was called in urgently, we really can’t 
delay any longer. You don t want to bother your superiors.” 


“Let them in,” said the first guard. 


The second guard stepped back. The others, hovering nearby, looked unhappy. They shuffled 
from foot to foot, looking at each other, waiting for someone else to object first. 


Nobody did. 


The boom rose in front of them. Kaiser hit some buttons and the windows went back up. He 
didn’t waste any time sticking around. 


“There’s tools and fresh plates in the glove box.” Kaiser kept glancing into his blind spot. 
“We need to pull over. The limo sticks out, but changing the plates might buy us enough time 
before they realise who we are. There’s no way in hell nobody there isn’t going to say 
anything. Too many witnesses.” 


“Are we going to be able to do that?” A note of stress finally crept into Alexander’s voice. 
“This is a base, there’s no way they don’t have CCTV everywhere! They’ll follow our 


journey and —” 


“And you don’t show up on it.” Kaiser turned into a dark street. “The footage will glitch out 
enough that they shouldn’t realise you switched out the plates. I'll pull over near some 
houses; less likely to be cameras there and people knocking off work should already be 
home.” 


“You’d better be quick, it won’t be long until a patrol shows up.” Alexander looked over his 
shoulder at Wendy as Kaiser brought the partition back down. “You’re certain they 
recognised me?” 


“T don’t know,” said Wendy. “The windows are dark, but I thought I saw this look in his 
face...” 


“Probably safer to assume that they did,” said Alexander. “We can’t be too cautious.” 


Kaiser took his detour quickly. There were still people around, driving home and heading 
indoors, but after threading the limo through a dozen streets Kaiser finally found one quieter 
than the rest, and parked the limo far away from any street lights. 


Alexander hopped out with the plates before Kaiser had even pulled the parking brake. Two 
minutes later, he was back in. Kaiser almost drove off with the brake on. 


“We need a change of plans,” said Alexander. “That switch won’t fool them forever. They’ ll 
notice that they can’t find a vehicle with the right plates, and there will only be so many 
limos in here, especially if the driver is too busy reading floor plans to make a getaway.” 


“We need the plans,” said Kaiser. “If I bail, you two will be going in blind, and that’s if I 
even make it back out without being stopped — in which case you’ll have no escape route. If 
we all bail, we’re not going to be able to get another opportunity like this. They’re working 
on security, they’re patching up gaps, we need to go tonight or not at all.” 


“Fine,” Alexander breathed. “We’ll just have to make the best of this.” 


The NSA parking lot slowly drained like sand through a sieve. It wasn’t hard for Kaiser to 
get a spot close to the building; close enough that once the parking lot was empty, it might go 
overlooked on a casual scan across an empty field of tarmac. 


“We really shouldn’t have taken a limo,” Alexander murmured. 


“Bit late for that, shadow boy,” said Kaiser. “Tell you what, I actually came prepared, I’ve got 
some tiny American flags in the glove box. Maybe stick them on, make it look like some 
important jackass is taking a tour. Sort those out and get rid of those cameras, Wendy can’t 
get out until they’re down.” 


“Remember your place, Sewer Rat,” Alexander growled. He almost stormed out without the 
flags, but after a moment, common sense overruled his pride, and he snatched the flags from 
the glove box. Kaiser locked the doors behind him. Outside, Alexander’s muffled voice said 
as he adorned the vehicle, “I cannot promise anything. She may simply have to cover up.” 


“Just go do it,” groused Kaiser, but with the flags in their place, Alexander was already 
leaving. 


“Kaiser.” Wendy pulled the box of rats back onto her lap. “I’m going to keep my attention on 
Scabbers, so if you need me you’re going to have to give me a good shake.” 


“Roger that.” 
She closed her eyes and let Animalism take over. 


She came to somewhere warm and soft. Scabbers had made himself at home in the inside 
breast pocket of Alexander’s longcoat. Wendy crawled upwards out of his den and poked her 
head out of the top. Alexander’s clothing was warmer than expected. Was he using the Blush 
of Life? Hmm, probably not a bad idea, it wouldn’t do to be a pale stranger in the NSA in 
times like these... 


An office drone eager to leave almost bowled Alexander over while homing in on her car. 
Wendy’s feet slipped and she disappeared down his front. His hand caught her on the outside 
just in time. Wendy’s paws scrabbled, found something hard and angular, and pulled herself 
back up. 


Wow. Did he really bring a book in? Just in case he ever got bored infiltrating the US 
government? 


“Careful,” Alexander murmured as the front glass doors of the main NSA building grew 
closer. He gently nudged Wendy’s head back into his coat. “The rat will get attention. 
Especially if I’m standing outside those automatic doors like an idiot.” 


His name is Scabbers, thought Wendy, moving to obey. She undid a button from the inside 
with her mouth and front paws, and peered through the hole. 


Alexander’s stride didn’t even hitch as he approached the doors; there were enough people 
coming and going for him to step inside. Inside the foyer, his steps echoed across cool 
marble. Security lay ahead; what would happen if Alexander stepped through the metal 
detector? Would it simply not work, or would it go haywire? 


“Excuse me.” Alexander just strode up to the woman manning — womanning — the metal 
detectors. “Fetch the highest-ranking security officer on charge.” 


“Uh, sure.” The woman blinked at him, clutching a metal wand. “Might be a couple of 
minutes. Hey, Carlos, where’s Paul?” 


It was always a fucking Paul! 


“TJ dunno.” A Black-Hispanic guy sitting behind the X-Ray machine didn’t even look up. 
“Why?” 


“Someone wants to talk to him.” 


“Does he work here?” Carlos finally looked up. “Dude, you need a visitor’s pass. Is the 
visitor’s centre even open at this hour?” 


“That’s what I’ve got to discuss with Paul.” Alexander didn’t even hesitate. 


“Yeah, alright.” Carlos probably didn’t get paid enough to give a shit. Ah, the government, 
thwarted by their own minimum wage laws, Wendy thought. Carlos brought out a walkie- 
talkie. “Hey, Paul, there’s a guy who wants to —” 


Someone shook her. Wendy tightened her paws on the fabric of Alexander’s coat, but it 
wasn’t him who was shaking. 


“Kaiser?” Wendy came back to herself. Kaiser knelt in front of her, shoving blood bags into 
her coat pockets, scarf wrapped around his head and mouth. Did he get out and get back in, or 
did he just somehow shove himself through the open panel behind her without her noticing? 


“Get out.” Kaiser yanked her out of her seat. “Soldiers coming. Fuck the cameras, just get 
out.” 


“Shit, already?” Wendy pulled her scarf quickly over her features and seized the box of rats 
before it could fall to the floor. “What are you going to do?” 


“Sit tight and wait for an opportunity,” said Kaiser. “Might have to ditch the plans.” 
“No,” said Wendy. “Drive, get out, we’ll find our own way —” 


“No way in hell they’II just let me.” Kaiser opened the door, hand on her arm as he pulled her 
out. She remembered to Obfuscate again just in time. “I'll just have to stay locked in here and 
hope the windows are as bullet proof as the dealership said they are.” 


“With those plans?!” 
“Go ! 9 


The military van was easy to spot across the nearly-empty parking lot, and it was almost on 
them. Wendy tightened her grip on the box and ran for the shelter of the NSA. Little paws 
scrabbled inside the cardboard. 


If they checked the CCTV before Alexander could bring it all down, they’d see her leaving. 
They’d be able to track her. No doubt higher ups knew about the existence of Kindred, but 
would the average soldier? Would they know that Obfuscate made human, ghoul and Kindred 
brains alike ignore her, but not cameras? Did the NSA see that information on Schreck NET 
before Wendy had brought the servers offline? 


She’d have to wing it. 


She ducked into the shadow of the NSA, released the rats, then threw aside the box and 
huddled close to the wall. It was impossible to tell where the blind spots of the cameras were; 
they were hidden underneath tinted domes. She’d just have to risk that they wouldn’t think to 
check CCTV again until after Alexander got her in. 


“ __ this way,” said a new, male voice as Wendy slipped back into Scabbers’ skin. She 
peeked over the collar of his coat. A male human with a new face led Alexander through a 
corridor and a door marked “SECURITY.” 


Inside the cramped room, at least a dozen monitors spread themselves across a wall, like a 
lower-tech, bigger version of Kaiser’s limo set-up. Four people sat hunched at desks, all 
except for one who stood at the shoulder of another, looking at her screen. 


“Okay, now another one’s flickering,” he said. The monitor looked to be a smaller version of 
the grid of screens on the wall. He looked between the two. “That’s definitely not the 
monitor, that’s weird, it’s like it’s moving between — oh, hey Paul. Who’s this? I didn’t see 
him on the feed, we’re getting a bit of static for some reason.” 


The woman who’d been watching them did a double take from Alexander to a monitor in the 
comer that showed the hallway outside. The feed stopped flickering just as Wendy looked. 


“That dude did not show up on the screen,” said the woman, but nobody seemed to hear her. 


“Sorry folks,” said Paul. “You’re gonna have to give us some privacy. Higher up work stuff, 
you know how it goes.” He wiggled his fingers. “Classified.” 


“Tt’s not too big an issue we can’t troubleshoot it later.’ The woman patted the shoulder of the 
man who’d been looking at her screen. “Maybe it’! fix itself by the time we get back. I need 
some coffee, anyway.” 


Alexander grabbed the woman by the shoulder on her way out and whispered, “Forget you 
didn t see me on the feed.” 


“Yeah,” she said, sounding dazed. “Sure.” 
Alexander let her go. 


Paul gave him a strange look, then shrugged. “This room is just for this building.” Paul 
tossed himself into a wheely chair more central than the rest. “Each one has its own security.” 


“T see.” Alexander made himself comfortable in a chair. Wendy crawled out of his coat and 
dropped to the floor. 


“Uh,” said Paul. “Is that a —” 


“You cant see any rat and you’ve already forgotten about it.” Alexander smoothed his 
trousers. “Do these cover the parking lot too? Oh, there it is — are those soldiers?” 


“Yeah.” Paul gestured to the feeds. “I just had to track that limo. A couple of people got out, 
but one went back in and the other — they missed her. Think it’s a woman, the shoulders are 


thin, but it’s hard to tell from the gait because they’re limping. I’ve already radioed them to 
show them her position — see, there, at that wall? Near that box. It was kinda fucked up, she 
just let a whole bunch of rats loose. Hell’s up with that?” 


“Could be a protestor.” 


“Eh, I suppose I’ve seen protestors do weirder shit than break into forts and let out some 
rats.” 


Wendy climbed up onto a desk and scanned the monitors. The building was slowly emptying, 
with workers filing to elevators and the overtimers settling in for a few more hours of work. 
On one screen, she saw a woman in combat fatigues bossing around a group of soldiers 
holding crossbows outside of an elevator as a man in a suit nodded along. On another, a 
worker in a break room poked at the remains of a savaged pizza. 


Finally, she found what she was looking for: herself, sitting against the wall with crossed 
legs, face covered with a scarf and a baseball cap under a hoodie. A couple of soldiers stood 
nearby, looking extremely confused. 


“Are they fucking blind?” Paul picked up a landline. “She’s right there! Why can’t they see 
her?” 


“Tell them she’s gone,” said Alexander. “And then you will forget she was ever there.” 


“Security,” said Paul. “The lady from before is gone. She’s not in view of any of the cameras 
any more.” 


There was a voice on the other end. 


“Uh,” said Paul. “I have no idea, feeds are glitching a bit. Try the fitness centre’s cameras. I’ll 
review the footage and let you know.” 


“Tell them that the limo is empty.” 


“Pretty sure the limo’s empty,” Paul went on. He was acting rather eager for someone under 
Dominate; was Alexander using Presence too? No doubt he’d have learned it from Isaac, if 
either of them had had any sense, and it wouldn’t work on a rat enough for Wendy to feel it. 
“That guy left. Yeah, yeah, I'll let you know.” 


He hung up. It took a moment for the orders to be relayed to the officers, and for the delay 
between the camera and the feeds on the wall. The soldiers surrounding Kaiser’s limo in the 
comer of one screen lowered their guns and relaxed. 


“What are they going to do with the vehicle?” said Isaac. 
“Either tow it, or leave some guys there to see if whoever was in there goes back,” said Paul. 


Alexander frowned, twisting a visitor ID on a lanyard. “If the security system was 
deactivated, what alarms would be set off?” 


“None,” said Paul. “This station’s manned 24/7, there’s no need for that. They were talking 
about installing some alarms about a week ago, but we’re still waiting on paperwork.” 


“Ts there a key part of this station that, if removed or sabotaged, you wouldn’t be able to get it 
back up and running again?” 


“Uh.” Paul looked over the feeds. The soldiers were gone from Wendy’s screen, but on 
Kaiser’s, a few remained, keeping their distance from the limo with a watchful eye. “I 
honestly don’t know. I know how to use the software and I coordinate stuff with the higher 
ups, but the hardware? I wasn’t involved in its installation. That’s IT. And honestly, IT’s 
pretty goddamn useless.” 


“State of the art, eh?” 


“Dude, we got a shitton of funding after the Patriot Act, but IT and Security had to fight tooth 
and nail for every upgrade we got. We got more money for more machines, but not 
necessarily better ones. Same old shitty systems. We only just got upgraded to XP.” 


Alexander made sympathetic noises. “Wendy, are you still listening?” 
Wendy turned to Alexander and reared up onto two legs, nodding. 


“Get in here and see if you can do something about this,” said Alexander. “Paul, you see the 
woman on that screen I told you to forget about?” 


“Dude,” said Paul, “Did you just talk to that rat? Wait, why is there a rat —” 


“Forget about the rat.” Alexander scooped her up and put her back in his warm coat. “See 
the woman on the screen?” 


“Whoa, when did she show up?” 

“No matter which screen she appears in, do not notice her and forget that she exists.” 
“Yeah, I can do that.” 

“Ha. Good lad.” 

Wendy returned to her body and scrambled to her feet. 


She grabbed a foil-covered blood bag from her coat pocket as the automatic doors opened for 
her. They could see her, even if the people around them couldn’t. She sent out a mental 
summons for Scabbers. 


Once safe in her arms, Scabbers directed her to the security room. 


“There you are.” As Alexander had been watching the door, he hadn’t had a problem spotting 
her. He was sipping from a blood bag, but in bare foil it probably looked like some rip-off 
Capri-Sun to Paul, who sat on a chair staring into space. “Don’t worry about him. He’s 


daydreaming, and he’ll keep on daydreaming until I address him directly. He won’t even 
notice you.” 


“Alright.” Wendy let the shadows fall from around her. “There’s something I want to try. I 
need to get onto a computer with admin access to the system.” 


Alexander relayed her request. Without a word, Paul logged out of a machine and then back 
in with his credentials. 


“He wouldn’t be an administrator of the computer systems,” said Wendy, “but as head of 
security he’ll still have permissions on this software that others won’t.” After Alexander 
directed Paul out of the chair, she stuck in Scott Levin’s USB. “Yes, I thought he might have 
more for us!” 


The contents were a mess — a variety of various files with extensions that looked familiar to 
Wendy, but couldn’t quite put her finger on. At the top of the list, however, was a folder 
called “!!!!SecurityFeedVirus.” 


“He only mentioned making one virus, why are you — ” Alexander peered at the computer 
monitor. When it started to flicker, Wendy slapped him away. 


“Malkavian insight, baby!” Wendy clicked into the folder, which contained a single .exe. “I 
have no idea what this does, I’m just trusting Levin’s Malkiness will pull through for us. 
Fingers crossed it fucks the cameras.” 


“And if not?” 


“Then we’re fucked!” After the file finished executing, she ejected the USB, but not before 
she noticed that the folder had disappeared. “We don’t actually have time for me to look over 
the code. We’ll just have to wing it. It will probably take a few minutes to spread through the 
security systems.” 


“We'll give it fifteen.” Alexander tapped the screen to make it flicker again, just to annoy her. 
“Will it be done by then?” 


“Should be.” Wendy glared at him. “Just to be on the safe side.” 


“Pll program some orders into this bloke,” said Alexander, “make sure he forgets that this 
ever happened, and wait for you in a break room somewhere in case anyone else turns up. 
You’ll need to stay here until the cameras go, presuming that’s what this virus does. Find me 
when they go down.” 


-O- 


After Alexander was gone, Paul let the other security officers return. Only a few minutes 
later, Command showed up, demanding to see footage to trace Wendy’s tracks. Paul 


frustrated them to no end by being completely unable to see Wendy on the screens even when 
someone put their finger right on her. Frustration fed on frustration. 


“What are you talking about? There’s no one there! That’s just grass!” 


“My finger is right on her, are you blind?” 


“Are you deluded? There’s nobody there!” 

Three minutes after their arrival, the feeds froze. Two minutes after that, they had to reboot 
the security systems completely. Two minutes after that, every piece of software they tried to 
launch crashed to desktop. 


They never even got to see Wendy walk in through the front door. 


Wendy made her escape. Checking in on Scabbers gave her information on where Alexander 
had gone; he was only around the corner in a break room as a glassy-eyed IT peon reheated 
some pizza in a microwave. The scene looked strangely identical to one she’d seen on a 
monitor not long before, complete with ravaged pizza box on the table. 


She sat down. Alexander didn’t seem to notice. She opened her coat and rummaged in the 
pockets, before pulling out a fat rat that blinked in the light. “Kaiser,” she said, “are you 
listening?” 


Brutus the rat stretched languidly. He reared on two legs and squeaked twice. Good to know 
Kaiser was paying attention and that the military’s shenanigans hadn’t distracted him 
overmuch. And that Brutus hadn’t slept through the whole thing. 


“Where do we go from here?” said Wendy. 
Brutus tapped her wrist twice in a signal, but Wendy was already using Animalism. 


Back in the limo, Reepicheep sat on a seat next to some empty cardboard tubes. In front of 
him, the limo was a mess; massive sheets of paper lay spread out all over the floor as Kaiser 
pored over them. 


“It’s getting real hairy here, Taylor.” Kaiser glanced up at the windows. Outside, Wendy saw 
no soldiers patrolling, but that didn’t mean they weren’t listening. “I’m Obfuscated, and 
they’ ve stopped trying to get in, but it won’t matter if they get a locksmith out and physically 
come in because this place is cramped and even I can’t stay invisible if they bump into me. If 
they recognised Goldwin like you think they did, then some special protocol or other has 
probably been triggered. They’re taking long enough to get the locksmith here that I’m 
expecting hunters to come with them, and avoiding stakes in an enclosed space is gonna 
suck. I’ll try to get out soon when I see one coming — I’m ready to grab the plans for this 
building and leave the rest and hunker down somewhere — but it’s gonna be close.” 


Wendy looked over the papers sceptically. They were too big to just shove up his shirt and 
run. She gave a frustrated squeak, sat back on her haunches and crossed her paws. 


“No fucking kidding.” Kaiser moved one page to look at another underneath. “I might even 
have to leave a// the plans behind if they move too quickly. For now, though...” Kaiser 
pointed to the paper in front of him. “DeLaire once told me that the NSA Director’s office is 
on the top floor and it looks like there’s a room nearby that might be an evidence room. No 
windows, and plenty of space for shelving. I imagine that’s where they keep the most 
important stuff, and vampires with sticky fingers all over the US government is pretty 
fucking important. Expect the Director to still be around at this hour. If he knocked off at 
five, then it won’t be long ‘til he comes back. 


“One more thing before you go,” said Kaiser. “Remember that project we had with the rats? 
The NSA has since sent pest control all around the building and patched up a lot of holes. 
I’ve been using the rats you released tonight, but they can’t get in, which means that the rats 
that were already inside can’t get out. Most of them have been killed, but I was able to find a 
few inside from our project and do some exploring with Animalism.” He sat up, and looked 
square at Wendy. Gone was his usual sarcasm and dry wit. “Kid. They’ve got prisoners. 
Plural. One’s being kept in a room somewhere, like some kind of cell, and the other is staked 
somewhere. I don’t know if there’s any more. This is just stuff I overheard, I wasn’t actually 
able to find them because I kept having to check in on Brutus in case you needed to talk to 
me, but I’m pretty sure they’re on the top floor too. Which, by the way, is where all the 
hunters are, so be careful. Keep an eye out for those prisoners and get them out. We can’t 
leave them here. Destroy them or liberate them, I don’t care, get them out.” 


Once he’d shown her the general vicinity of the Director’s office on the plans, the potential 
holding room, and the possible evidence room, Wendy gave him a signal that she was 
returning to her own body. 


“Alexander?” She shook herself. “Kaiser just said that —” 
Alexander turned a page of the book he was reading. Bridget Jones’ Diary. 


“Uh.” Wendy waved a hand in front of his face. “Alexander?” Then: “Oh! Right! Obfuscate!” 
She touched his arm. 


Alexander almost jumped out of his skin. The human at the microwave did a double-take 
when the shadow of the coffee maker moved by itself. 


“T can’t believe you actually brought a book to read.” Wendy held onto Alexander’s arm. 


Alexander ignored her in favour of pulling a cell phone out of a breast pocket. Glancing at 
the human at the microwave, who was rubbing his eyes blearily and muttering something 
about needing more sleep, he put it to his ear. “Yes, I did. Your point?” 


“.. You can’t even use phones. Why are you on the phone?” 


The human looked over at Alexander’s voice in puzzlement, then looked away again upon 
seeing the phone. 


“That is why.” Alexander didn’t even look at him. “He won’t hear you, but he’II hear me.” 


“Clever.” Wendy grinned. “I can Obfuscate rats, but not people.” 


“T figured, given your youth,” said Alexander. “I’m surprised your Animalism is as advanced 
as it is.” 


“There’s two prisoners up on the top floor,” said Wendy. “The rats heard it. There’s also 
hunters up there.” 


“Two what? You’re joking.” 


“He doesn’t know who they are,” said Wendy, “but at least one of them is staked and the 
other one is kept in a room.” She relayed the rest of Kaiser’s report. 


“If they’re not chained, then that indicates they’re either very weak, or very willing,” said 
Alexander. “Tell our friend to get out. If he has time to grab the papers, then he should do so, 
but otherwise leave them behind. His life’s more important than the papers.” 


Somehow, she doubted that Alexander would mourn the Final Death of one of the few 
Kindred who knew what he truly was. What he really meant was obvious enough: better that 
the NSA got their hands on their plan of action than another live Kindred. 


“Did you get that, Kaiser?” Wendy looked down to Brutus, curled up on her lap. Brutus 
squeaked twice for yes. “Roger. Get my attention when you’ve gotten somewhere safe. 
Cameras are off, so go wherever the hell you want so long as it’s near the building.” 


“Getting the hardware out of the car was a good idea.” Alexander rose from his seat. The 
nearby human was now fiddling with the coffee brewer. Then, in a low whisper, “If you cling 
to me itll make my gait strange and draw attention. If you need to say anything, just tap me.” 


“Yeah, fair enough.” 


“The lifts...” Alexander proceeded through the hallway outside, following some signs to the 
elevators. He opened his coat to deposit his book in a massive pocket, but found Scabbers 
occupying the one in front of his heart. He sighed; rather than disturb the rat, he slipped it 
into another one. “I’ll need you to handle the buttons. But be careful, there’s still a lot of 
activity.” 


He was right; the last of the day employees were still trickling out of offices. Wendy kept 
close in Alexander’s wake to avoid bumping into any of them. As long as nobody was 
watching the buttons, she could press them without breaking Obfuscate. 


Nearly everyone who was using the elevators was coming out, not going up. They had one to 
themselves; Wendy hit the “close doors” button, and Alexander kept away from the panel. 
Wendy kept Obfuscate up; someone might still come in. 


She touched his arm. “How are we going to deal with the hunters?” 


“Not a clue.” Alexander switched hands for the phone. “I doubt they’ll just let visitors stroll 
around up there. They’ll probably patrol in pairs, at the very least, and I can only Dominate 
one person at a time.” 


“So we’re making it up as we go along, huh?” 

“T thought you liked working that way.” Alexander smirked. 

“No, I work best that way,” said Wendy. “That doesn’t mean I /ike it.” 
Alexander chuckled. 

The elevator didn’t stop until the top floor. 

The doors slid aside. 

Alexander took a step. 

“Ah.” He stopped in his tracks. “Damn.” 

Half a dozen guards snapped to attention, crossbows trained on the doors. 


“Should have taken the stairs,” mused Alexander, ever the understated Brit. “Oh well. Looks 
like you’re on your own.” He made a show of hanging up the phone. 


Wendy broke out of her shock and slammed the button to close the doors — 
“Fire!” said an officer. 


Alexander took two stakes to the chest and dropped like a stone. 
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Wendy pressed herself against the corner of the lift as the soldiers — no, hunters, they 
weren’t quite dressed right for soldiers — dragged Alexander out. 


° 


“Uh, ma’am,” said one of them to a woman who looked to rank slightly above the rest. 
Wendy carefully manoeuvred around them, over the gap between the doors, and out of the 
elevator. “The body’s warm.” 


A man in a suit exchanged a slow glance with the woman. The hunter watched them 
nervously. 


“You said that was Isaac Goldwin’s description,” said the man, flatly. 


“Tt is Isaac Goldwin’s description.” The woman gestured towards him. There was something 
oddly familiar about her. It wasn’t the blonde hair, or the angled cheekbones. The eyes, 
maybe? She’d seen those green eyes before, but she’d never met this woman. “He’s the man 
who talked his way in through the front gates, isn’t he?” She produced something from her 
pocket. “It’s the same guy, I’ve got his photo right here.” 


“This body’s too warm.” The man crouched by where they’d laid Alexander out on the floor. 
“You said they’re cold. Photo or not, this is a human.” 


“Sir,” said the woman, “with all due respect, no human would’ve dropped that quickly. It’s a 
vampire.” 


“He was shot through the heart twice.” 


“Death is almost never instant,” the woman retorted. “Even beheading isn’t. He was shot 
through the heart — the heart stops beating instantly, yes, but there’s still a few seconds’ 
worth of oxygenated blood in the brain. He would have moved at /east a little between being 
shot and dying, but he just dropped. He’s a vampire.” 


“A warm vampire.” 


“Sir, I’m standing by this. He’s not some human who magically manipulated our security 
staff and just walked the fuck on in!” 


“Well, we’ll just have to investigate this properly.” The man gestured to a gurney that Wendy 
hadn’t spotted until now. “Strap him in, we’ll have a look at him.” 


The hunters moved to obey. 


She’d known the NSA had expected them, but it hadn’t even occurred to her they’d be 
waiting by the lift, that they’d have guessed they were all looking for something important 
enough that the Director kept it nearby. 


But the humans had. 
The kine had outsmarted them. 


... Oh, right, she’d outright told the True Prince that she was going to steal the laptop, hadn’t 
she? 


“Careful what you say,” said the woman. “Some of them are still aware when there’s a stake 
in their heart, Director.” 


The Director still did not look convinced that there was a real vampire in front of him, but he 
didn’t look willing to dismiss the idea out of hand, either. “Any way we can test that?” He 
grabbed the wrist of a hunter who’d just been about to pull the sheet over Alexander’s face. 
The hunter let it go, and the Director looked down on his captive. 


“Brain activity readings might show,” said the woman. “Everything else including spinal cord 
reflexes would be disabled, but brain activity might show.” 


“Might?” The Director threw the sheet back over Alexander’s face. 


“Miles told me that some of them black out completely when staked,” said the woman. “T 
don’t imagine those ones would show any activity. But truthfully, I haven’t tested it on 
enough vampires to be able to tell.” 


“Don’t imagine,” said the Director. He began to walk away, gesturing for the hunters to 
follow. Wendy trailed behind them. “We need more than that.” 


“Sir, do I look like I have a lab and plenty of test subjects?” The woman snapped. 


“I’m not even convinced they’re actually vampires,” said the Director. “This whole thing has 
sounded insane from the beginning. I’m starting to think they’re up to something else and the 


vampire thing is just an elaborate cover.” 

“Sir, the nest we destroyed —” 

“Maybe they were a colony of lepers, for all I know!” 
“That kept kids in cages?!” 

The Director pressed his lips into a line. 

Nobody said anything. 

“How’s Jack?” said the Director. 


“Dead.” The woman’s face was a little too impassive, a little too blank. “The withdrawal. 
They feed them their blood so they don’t have to take food down; they regenerate it faster 
than they drink it, you see. I don’t know how the physics works. But it’s addictive, and... 
yeah. He passed just last night.” 


“I’m sorry,” the Director murmured, chastened. “Fuck, that scene was horrific. That’s the 
worst thing I’ve ever seen in my career. Ever. At least he’s... not suffering any more. Fuck. 
I’m sorry, Trish.” 


The woman looked away. Quietly, she said, “Sir, I have a device in my bag that we can use to 
check for brain activity.” 


“Go ahead and get it, Erikson,” said the Director. (Erikson! Miles’s mother, Patricia Erikson! 
That was why she looked so familiar!) “I?ll put him where we put the other one. We’|] make 
room for him.” 


Other one. 
But Kaiser had said there were two... 


Wendy let Erikson get away, instead sticking with the Director and their people — mostly 
hunters, a few soldiers — through corridors posher than the ones down below; plush red 
carpet, brown panelling, portraits on the wall of various important Americans Wendy had 
never seen before. The Director ushered the gurney to a windowless room. Wendy managed 
to stick close enough to follow them in. 


It was one of the evidence rooms, Wendy saw. The first one Kaiser had wanted them to 
check, in fact. The shelves had clearly been moved around; now the filing cabinets were 
somewhat haphazard, poking at odd angles to the shelves with all their boxes. Once upon a 
time they’d clearly been laid out in rows, forever hidden from the sun in a room without 
windows. The carpet didn’t come in here. Instead, there was only plain beige linoleum. 


The cabinets and shelves had been shoved aside to make room for two massive tables. On 
one, there was a tall figure underneath a white sheet. There was even the tell-tale tent of a 
stake in the chest. Underneath the table, Wendy glimpsed a safe. 


Wendy glanced up. There was a camera on the wall, but the feed should still be playing up. 


The other table held laptops, computers, and various boxes — it took a moment, but Wendy 
recognised some of the hardware and cables she’d seen in the Warren, and some of the photos 
of tasteful street graffiti that DeLaire had kept on her walls. The hunters got to clearing them 
away. “Make sure they’re properly organised,” the Director spat in their direction. “I don’t 
want discipline-less idiots playing at soldiers to mess them all up —” 


“Just stick them in a pile,” one hunter grumbled to another. “I don’t know fuck all about their 
organisational system. Their problem, not ours.” 


Once clear, the gurney was pushed onto the table to make its legs collapse beneath it until it 
became a tray. As the hunters moved books and folders, Wendy saw one move Alexander’s 
phone — 


And a laptop. 


God, she hoped it was the right one. They wouldn’t leave it in plain sight after her texts to the 
True Prince had brazenly stated her intentions, would they? But then — it would take time 
for texted conversations that pinged the NSA to be worked through by a human. With over 
three hundred million Americans, they probably got false leads all the time. They might not 
have even seen the text yet, had no idea that she wanted the laptop yet. 


Scott Levin had told her there’d be a window of opportunity. He’d been right. 


“T want soldiers on the door outside.” The Director gestured at his men. “Everybody else, 
out!” He rounded the table to look down at the patch of cloth that separated his face from 
Alexander’s. 


The hunters glanced at each other as the soldiers marched out, but followed without 
complaint. 


“And how do you tell...” the Director murmured to himself, “how do you tell apart the body 
of a fresh-dead man from a forever-dead vampire?” He scoffed. “Now I feel like a gullible 
moron. I can’t believe I bought it.” 


A bit of fuss at the door heralded Erikson’s return. She came in with some device that almost 
looked like jumper cables, but with electrodes instead of alligator clips, and a tube of paste. 
She pulled the sheet aside to reveal Alexander’s half-open eyes and went about pasting them 
to his skull. 


“Hm.” She got her device ready, then scowled. “Ugh.” 
“What is it?” The Director looked at her. 


“T charged this thing up to full before I came out here,” said Erikson in frustration. “It’s not 
turning on.” 


Wendy made a neener neener neener face at her from the shadows. 


The Director gave her an icy look. “I really expected more professional conduct from you, 
Erikson, but this is quickly turning into a shitshow.” 


Erikson just looked even more annoyed than before. Finally, she ripped the electrodes from 
Alexander’s head. She was coiling up the wires when she said, “Oh! It’s on now!” Sighing, 
she put the electrodes back. “... Aaaand we’ve lost it. Okay.” She pulled the electrodes back 
off. Then on again. Then off again. “Sir, come look at this.” 


“What is it?” The Director sounded pissed, but went to her shoulder. He watched the 
interface. “That’s... okay, that’s weird.” 


“T’m thinking,” said Erikson, “that he might not actually be a Ventrue after all.” 
“Not a what?” 


“There’s different clans of vampires with different powers and different weaknesses. Isaac 
Goldwin is supposed to be Ventrue, Miles said, which are the snuck up ones, but...” She 
pulled out a small notebook from one of the many pockets of her cargo pants. She drew out a 
photo. Harry, Wendy noticed, holding court at some Elysium she’d never been to. 


“Maybe this isn’t the real Goldwin,” said the Director, but then he looked at the photo. 
“Nope, looks like him to me.” 


“Miles told me that Francesca had hinted to him that Isaac Goldwin wasn’t really Ventrue, 
and that’s a Big Thing in the vampire world.” Erikson put the photo down and flicked 
through the notebook. “Usually the Nosferatu share most secrets among each other, but she 
was keeping a lid on this one. There’s a clan of shapeshifters with a name I can’t remember. 
They break or interfere with electronics when they touch them. Miles has been teaching me 
about the thirteen clans but I’m having trouble remembering which is which, especially the 
Sabbat clans — ah. No.” She stopped at a page. “The Tzimisce are the shapeshifters, the 
Lasombra are the ones that can’t use electronics. Two different clans. But both are hated by 
the other vampires, maybe he’s a Lasombra pretending to be a Ventrue? But the Lasombra 
—” Brightening at something she found in the notebook, she dropped it, rummaged in her 
pockets and pulled out a compact. “Lasombra don’t show up on mirrors!” She opened it, 
angling it in the light. Then she grinned. “Director, take a look at this.” 


The Director looked at the mirror. 
He looked at the gurney. 

He looked at the compact again. 
He looked back to the gurney. 


“Holy shit.” He leaned over Alexander. “And it can’t pick up his clothes, either. Or the sheet. 
What the — what the fuck? How does that even work?” 


“They’re magic vampires, how the fuck should I know?” Grinning in victory, Erikson took 
the electrodes and walked to the other sheet, which she pulled back. Wendy stiffened as she 


saw Francesca DeLaire’s face staring sightlessly upwards. Erikson bustled with the 
electrodes. “See, this one’s fine,” she said, gesturing to the device’s interface. “Minimal 
activity. She’s basically mirroring stage one of dreamless sleep; she’s conscious enough that 
if we yanked out the stake she’d think she was awake the whole time, but unconscious 
enough that if you ask her, she won’t actually remember what happened except for vague 
sensations and noises.” 


“He was using a phone in the elevator,” said the Director. Then comprehension dawned. “He 
was using a phone! Cell phones don’t work in this building!” 


“And even if they did, a lot of elevators have no reception.” Erikson picked up the phone in 
question and pressed down on a button. “No battery.” She tossed it onto DeLaire’s legs. “He 
was trying to blend in.” 


“So tell me about the Lasombra, then.” Suddenly, the Director was all ears. 


“Miles calls them evil Ventrue,” said Erikson, picking up her notebook again, “which gives 
you an idea of how much bigger bastards they are compared to your run-of-the-mill vampire. 
Probably because they’re Catholics. Much like the Ventrue, their powers specialise in mind 
control, but also manipulation of shadows. Miles said that if you put a glass wall in the way, a 
Lasombra can pass through it simply by using the shadows like portals. Much like the 
Ventrue, a powerful enough one from lower generations can control entire groups of people.” 


“T thought the lower generation ones were the weakest?” 


“No, it’s the other way around — the lower the generation, the closer they are to the proto- 
vampire, therefore the more powerful their abilities.” 


“Right, I keep confusing that.” 


“Isaac Goldwin is supposed to be generation eight,” said Erikson. “Quite typical for a Prince, 
as it takes a certain amount of power to maintain control over a domain.” She looked up at 
the Director. “But I’m getting sidetracked. I’m really concerned that we still haven’t found 
his friend.” 


“The female?” 


“With most of the local Nosferatu dead, she’d be an out-of-towner.” Erikson leaned on the 
table next to Alexander. “My guess is Wendy Taylor, a rising star in their ranks. Miles said 
she was nothing more than a shit-stirrer, but from the bugs we had in their war room, I don’t 
think she’s someone to underestimate.” 


Oh. Shit. She could remember Scott Levin walking around and plucking them out from time 
to time. She’d just assumed it was bloody Francesca DeLaire! Miles had looked her in the 
eye and said, with a straight face, your Malk keeps ripping our bugs out of the vents. 


“Remind me who she is.” 


“The one who made her into a vampire, Gerard Rafin, created SchreckNET,” said Erikson. 
“Taylor led the counterresponse team here in Baltimore while DeLaire tried to salvage any 
connections she had left to the NSA. Did anyone tell you it was her that exposed Miles?” 


“T didn’t ask for names,” said the Director. “But Taylor sounds familiar. She’s one of the 
more important ones, isn’t she? Wait, I remember reading her file. We traced her identity 
back to her living self; we found some relatives in Australia and some more in Washington. 
Creepy, isn’t it, that she used to be a person? This could happen to any one of us.” 


Erikson didn’t say anything for a moment. 
Then she said, “Yeah.” 


“But why wasn’t she with Goldwin?” The Director crossed his arms, continuing to look into 
Alexander’s eyes. That would be an unwise move with a powerful elder, but if Alexander was 
strong enough to use Dominate while staked, he didn’t take the opportunity. 


“That’s the million-dollar question.” Erikson straightened up. “She was quite clearly showing 
on the cameras when she got out of the limo with the guy who got away. Nosferatu can 
possess animals, she might have been trying to get in through the rats again.” 


“We stopped up all those holes,” said the Director. “And you told me Miles was helping us 
flush out the ones that remained.” 


“Sir.” Erikson was beginning to sound exasperated again. “I don’t think you understand just 
how many rats there were, and how much blood he was burning through to herd them into the 
traps. He was going through so many packs and procurements refused to —” 


“Yes, yes, you’ve said this before,” grouched the Director. 
“You didn’t believe me, even after everything —” 
“But where’s Taylor?” 


“She vanished before my hunters got here.” Erikson crossed her arms. “And now that the 
cameras are on the fritz, she could be anywhere.” 


“She’s not likely to be in here, is she?” The Director tensed, eyes shifting. 


“She wasn’t on the elevator,” said Erikson. “And she left the limo before Goldwin did. I 
reckon her job was to mess with security.” 


“T thought you said some of them could turn invisible?” 
“And I thought you said that Miles wasn’t really turning invisible?” 
“Will you stop being belligerent and answer the question?” 


“T don’t know if she was in the elevator or not,” said Erikson. “But there were enough people 
in there that, invisible or not, she’d have had a hard time getting out around them. Her job 


was to mess with security, I’d bet on it, Miles said that was her speciality.” 
“Nobody was in there,” said the Director. “I called. Our acting head of security —” 


“Call again,” said Erikson. “Goldwin could go in there, boss them around, and they’d never 
know.” 


“It’s worth a try,” said the Director. He turned and walked straight towards Wendy, almost 
restarting her heart before she stepped aside — just in time for him to reach out for the phone 
that had been behind her, and dial a number. “If his ability is mind control powers, then that 
means they’d have had no use for Taylor, he could’ve made our own staff sabotage the — 
Paul? Yes, this is the director. I want you to check the CCTV for the limo again, see if a white 
male with dark hair ever left — yes, I am aware of that, I’m asking you to check the history.” 
A pause. “I see. Anything unusual happen down there before this occurred? Did you see a 
woman come in that was maybe uglier than most? ... I see. Thank you.” He hung up the 
phone and turned to Erikson. “They can’t even access the history because they’re having 
problems with the servers, but he says that there was never any woman in there other than the 
workers who are supposed to be there. He remembers the limo, but said that he never saw 
anyone leave it.” 


“That he remembers.” Erikson frowned. “I distinctly remember you saying that he saw a 
woman when the whole thing started.” 


“Mind control powers.” The Director laughed, bitterly. “I wonder... any chance this could’ve 
been a distraction? Goldwin would be very valuable bait, and if the vampires know they can 
just walk on in... with the cameras off, Taylor could be anywhere. Would one of their leaders 
really come in personally, and by himself, at that?” 


“It’s suspicious,” said Erikson. ““Why would he distract us by coming here?” 


“This is where all the vampire evidence is,” the Director mused. “Miles is in the next room 
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“Miles!” Erikson rushed to the door to address the guards. “Check if Miles is still in his 
room, will you? And be careful. Go!” 


The guards stared at her. 


“They won’t answer your orders.” The Director sighed, but gestured to the guards. “Do what 
she says.” 


“Sir.” Only then did they obey. 


Wendy didn’t dare move. Erikson was pale and rigid by the door, her breathing shallow. Her 
fingers were still clenched around her little brain-scanning device. 


Wendy heard movement, heard mutterings — 


And then she breathed a sigh of relief. “Still there.” Eriskon closed her eyes, as if saying a 
prayer in thanks. 


“T’ve got another suspicion,” said the Director, rolling the sleeves of his office shirt up to the 
elbows. “They must have guessed this would be the place we’re guarding because it’s where 
my office is. But our wiretapping’s all in building 2A. She might be there.” The Director 
returned to the phone. “Alex? This is the Director, how are the security feeds in — ah. Say no 
more. Same problem in this building. Get a team ready but don’t send them in yet, I’m 
sending some people there with you.” He hung up again. “Security feeds in building 2A are 
screwed, too. She must be in there. The wiretapping intel’s the most valuable we’ve got, we 
need some hunters there, normal soldiers won’t know how to fight her.” 


“Got it,” said Erikson. By unspoken agreement, they both speedwalked to the door. “It’s 
unlikely she got far —” 


The rest of what Erikson said was muffled by the slamming door, before the final sounds 
trailed off with distance. 


“Well, shit,” Wendy muttered to herself, shaking off Obfuscate. “Why didn’t / think of that?” 
It could never hurt to have dirt on human society too. But at least she had Levin’s virus, still 
— that would take care of any recordings the NSA had made on Kindred. 


At the table, Alexander’s head was still exposed. Wendy took a hold of both stakes and gave 
them a good yank. Alexander sprung into a sitting position. 


“Did you get all that?” said Wendy. 


“Yes.” Alexander opened his coat and pulled out something soaked with blood. For a moment 
Wendy thought he’d pulled his own heart from his chest, until she saw a small tail hanging 
down, and the still whiskers. “Ah,” he said, quietly. “I know how much rats mean to the 
Nosferatu...” 


Wendy pulled the scarf from around her mouth and took Scabbers’ little broken body, 
wrapping the fabric around him without a word. Alexander swung his legs from the table and 
pulled the sheet off DeLaire. 


Wendy gazed down at Scabbers, and her own bloodstained hands. 


“What the hell are you doing here?” said DeLaire. In the corner of her vision, Wendy saw 
Alexander lay a stake down on the table. “... Sir.” Wendy turned, tucking Scabbers into one 
of the bigger pockets of her coat, just in time to see DeLaire gaping at her. “What the hell is 
she —” Her brain caught up. “Where are we? What happened? Was I staked?” 


“Shh!” Wendy hissed as Alexander covered DeLaire’s mouth with his fingers. “Guards 
outside the door!” 


DeLaire stared in confusion. In her face, Wendy saw the exact moment when the penny 
dropped. Alexander lowered his hand. “Captured?” DeLaire frowned. “I... I thought I was 
being taken somewhere...” 


Alexander leaned on the opposite table. “What do you remember?” 


“Barely anything,” said DeLaire. “I was doing my audit, went to bed, now I’m here. I think I 
dreamed I was being taken somewhere, but even then that’s nothing of note. Just being 
covered and shoved into a car, and then being brought here.” 


“The hunters must have combed through the Warren before they destroyed it.” Alexander 
looked to Wendy. “They took her and Miles, and the rest, well...” 


“What?” said DeLaire. “Hunters destroyed the Warren?” 


“She doesn’t know,” murmured Wendy, feeling something tug on her heart. “She doesn’t 
know about Miles either. Director, I found the traitor in your Warren. I reported it to 
Pieterzoon, but it was too close to dawn for him to go and conduct the arrest. During the day, 
hunters captured you and Miles and destroyed the Warren. To my knowledge, you and Miles 
are the only survivors.” 


“They must have saved her because of Miles,” said Alexander. 
“Miles is the traitor, DeLaire,” said Wendy. “I’m sorry.” 

“All of them?” DeLaire stared at them. “All gone? A// of them?” 
“All gone,” said Wendy. “All except Miles.” 


“J... they...” DeLaire’s heart broke right in front of her. “They were all so good to me, I was 
one of them, I was one of them...” She covered her face in her hands. 


“We need to grab Miles and go.” Wendy picked up the stakes and handed one to Alexander. 
“Give me a moment, I need to check in on Kaiser.” She fished Brutus out of a pocket, trying 
to ignore the ache in her chest at the thought of Scabbers lying still in another one. She could 
be upset about that later. Now wasn’t the time. “You there?” 


Brutus gave the signal that Kaiser was listening. 
“Give me a report.” 


When she entered Reepicheep’s body, she found Kaiser sitting cross legged in grass beside a 
fence. 


“Looks like I missed all the fun with the hunters,” he said. “Checked in partway through to 
hear those two humans talking. I’m near the western fence, but getting away’s not going to be 
easy.” He gestured up at the fence. “Good news is it’s not a wall. Bad news is that the top’s 
lined with barbed wire.” 


At Wendy’s urging, Reepicheep gave Kaiser a signal that he had a message to pass on. Even 
in Reepicheep’s body, she could feel Kaiser’s Blood stirring as he invoked Animalism to 
listen. Please tell me we brought wire cutters, she had Reepicheep repeat telepathically. 


“Worse news!” said Kaiser, in a tone so chipper that it took her brain a moment to realise 
what he’d actually said. “We did not bring wire cutters!” 


Damn it, Wendy tried to say, but it came out as an angry squeak. 


“We'll just have to make do and get shredded coming out,” said Kaiser. “But then we have a 
problem — “ He gestured to his surroundings. Wendy turned just in time to see a patrol of 
two soldiers go straight past them. They didn’t notice Kaiser, sitting in plain sight. ““They’re 
on high alert. That patrol’s passed me twice already. I know you and DeLaire can Obfuscate, 
but Erikson Jr won’t come quietly, and getting him and a Lasombra out while people are 
watching isn’t going to be easy. I heard the last patrol on the radio — the base is locked 
down, and until lockdown lifts, orders are to kill anyone not escorted by soldiers on sight.” 


Well. 
Shit. 


Wendy signalled him, then withdrew to her body in the evidence room. Reepicheep could 
convey messages, but only shorter ones; it was hard for a rat’s brain to hold onto complicated 
messages in a language it didn’t know how to speak. “Kaiser, have you got anyone you can 
call nearby? Anyone? You’d need to be careful not to ping the NSA, but have a contact stand 
by, then on my signal, they need to crash into the fence. Should knock it over enough for us 
to get in. We’ll worry about getting out of the building proper.” 


Brutus signalled, so Wendy used Animalism to gently probe the rat’s brain. Brutus conveyed 
to her the vague sense of Kaiser’s voice, and a, “Got someone in mind, actually, but there’ 
barriers on the side of the road to prevent just that. No can do.” 


“Then tell them they’!l have to floor the accelerator,” said Wendy, “because it’s either that or 
climbing a barbed wire fence with a body over my shoulder while under fire from hunters!” 


“Body?” said DeLaire. 
“Miles,” said Alexander. “He won’t be coming willingly.” 
“What?” said DeLaire. “What’s going to happen to —” 


The next message was too complicated for Brutus to convey, so once again Wendy found 
herself in Reepicheep’s body. 


“Got it, P’ll tell him,” said Kaiser, in the grass. “I’Il let you know when he’s in position, then 
you let me know when you’re coming out. But I don’t know how far away our getaway 
driver is, so if you can help it, delay a bit.” 


“Can t you find out?” 


“Dude, do you really want to risk me asking over the phone while I’m in Fort fucking Meade 
in the middle of a vampire panic?!” 


“Tell him to floor it, then! Over and out.’’ Wendy made Reepicheep give a sarcastic salute. 


Back in the evidence room, she looked to DeLaire and Alexander. DeLaire’s eyes were 
hollow, and her expression bruised Wendy’s heart. “The building’s on lockdown,” Wendy 


told them, “We’ve got a way out of the fort, but getting to the rendezvous is going to be a 
problem. Alexander, can you handle the guards outside this room? We need to get Miles.” 


“Consider it done.” Alexander stepped outside. 
“Can he do two at once?” DeLaire was trying to get a grip, but also not succeeding. 


“If he’s fast enough he can do one after the other.’ Wendy brought out a couple of blood 
packs, offering one to DeLaire. DeLaire accepted without a word. By the time Alexander 
returned, both of them had downed all the blood packs Wendy had on her. Wendy had also 
started up the laptop, checked it was indeed Miles’s, and then stuffed it into a messenger bag 
at her hip, lest she forget the whole reason they came here. Seemed pointless when they’d 
have Miles soon, but it wouldn’t hurt. 


“The soldiers will ignore us,” said Alexander. “I found Miles’s door, too. It’s locked, but 
there’s a window in the door so III shadowstep in and let you both in.” 


DeLaire nodded, and in a silent signal that only Nosferatu would know, reached out for 
Wendy. 


The two of them held hands as they slipped out of the room together, so that they couldn’t 
lose each other with the shadows wrapped around them. The guards said nothing as 
Alexander walked right on out with the two Nosferatu following him. 


“’m going to need one of you to block my light.” Alexander stopped at a door, peering 
through the window by its handle. 


Wendy stepped out of Obfuscate. Under her shadow, Alexander sank into the ground. 
The door opened from the other side. 
She and DeLaire stepped inside. 


It was a small windowless room that looked like it might once have been a glorified janitor’s 
closet, before the shelves had been removed and a bed crammed in their place. There was 
barely enough room to add a desk, even a computer — although if it had an internet 
connection at all, Wendy would be surprised. There were books, a minifridge, and empty 
blood bags on the desk. 


If it weren’t for the blood bags, Wendy would have thought the teenaged boy sitting cross- 
legged on the bed was mortal after all. He sat hunched over the book with an owlish look 
named at them, his face looking familiar and yet so much more a stranger’s. 


Because it was clearly Miles. The same face, the same expression, the same mouth — but 
there was hair where his eyebrow ridges used to be, and his face was alabaster, not grey- 
green. There was just a normal teenaged boy, if a pretty one. Without the fake pock marks 
and boils, his face looked naked. 


“Uh,” said Alexander. “Do we have the right person?” 


“Oh,” said Wendy. “Right! You knew DeLaire was a Foundling, but you didn’t know he was 
a Changeling!” 


“A what?” 
“Oh. Right. You don’t know what a Changeling is.” 
“Oh, Miles.” Francesca sighed. 


The eyes of the youth on the bed hardened. He closed his book and put it aside, shaking. 
“Francesca.” 


“Miles.” Francesca knelt in front of him, her face carved with sorrow, and reached for his 
hand. A look of revulsion crossed Miles’s face and he leaned back, almost as if he didn’t 
realise it, but did not pull away. “They destroyed the Warren.” 


The look on Miles’s face did not change. 


“They killed everyone,” said Francesca. “They...” A soft noise in her throat. “Our friends... 
our family.” 


“Family.” Miles snorted, and looked up at Wendy and Alexander with no expression but 
contempt. 


“He’s too far gone,” Wendy murmured. 


“We know you violated the Masquerade, Miles,” said Alexander. He glanced at the blood 
bags. “I find myself wondering if you’re actually Kindred at all, given that you betrayed your 
entire species.” 


“Yes,” said Miles, bitterly. “But not the kind she wanted me to be. I still asked them to spare 
her, because even though she’s utterly fucked in the head, she’s still my sire.” 


“He’s Toreador.” Wendy looked at Alexander. “A Changeling. The childe of a Foundling. A 
Foundling is a Toreador who becomes so enamoured with the Nosferatu that they... they join 
us.” 


“Yes,” said Alexander. “I knew Francesca was a Foundling. She explained the concept to me 
herself. But I thought Foundlings adopted childer, I didn’t know they Embraced.” 


“They usually don’t.” Wendy watched as Francesca pressed her forehead to Miles’s hand. 
“They usually have someone else do the Embrace, but sometimes they do it themselves. 
Those childer are called Changelings, because they’re Toreador raised in a Warren, even if 
their sire is Nosferatu.” 


“Don’t Toreador hate Nosferatu?” said Alexander, quietly. “I know that Foundlings don’t, but 
the Changelings —” 


“It’s instinctual,” said Wendy. “They are beauty. We are anti-beauty. But you can override it. 
The Toreador often have hyperfixations on things that they find exceptionally beautiful. And 


it’s not necessarily art, either.” Playing baseball with Qadir in New York City felt like a 
whole other lifetime. “If they indulge in this fixation with a Nosferatu, the revulsion just... 
goes away. Because to Toreador, beauty is infectious, and isn’t something that can be easily 
corrupted. Beauty isn’t in how something looks, but in how it is. And that way, they start to 
see us as beautiful, too.” 


“And some of them find you so beautiful they come to the Warrens a Toreador, and emerge as 
Nosferatu,” said Alexander. 


“His brothers and sisters had no trouble acclimatising,” Francesca murmured. “Some of them 
left the Warren earlier than others and returned to their true clan, but... but they were never 
disgusted by us. Because they tried. They learned. They adapted. Miles... refused.” 


“It was a shithole,” said Miles, bitterly. “Why would I ever want to see those — those 
disgusting creatures as beautiful? I felt dirty just being down there!” His voice began to 
break. 


“Damn it, Miles,” said Francesca, bitterly. “You’re acting as if this was all beyond your 
control, as if you were forced to be this way, but you weren’t! You rejected every attempt I 
made to acclimatise you even as you claimed you hated it down there. You could have loved 
it, but you refused!” 


“Because what difference does it make, in the end?” Miles’s face was contorted as if with 
tears. “Toreador, Nosferatu — I was still a monster!” 


There was silence. 


“T see,” Francesca murmured, so quietly Wendy almost didn’t hear her, even with her batlike 
ear. “I see now. I think I finally understand...” 


“No, you fucking don’t,” said Miles. “I argued with you about this so many times and you 
refused to listen!” 


“Most Changelings learn not to find us disgusting,” Francesca murmured, rising to her feet. 
“But that’s only because they chose to learn.” 


“There were so many other things you could have done.” Wendy felt a lump in her throat as 
she fixed her eyes on Miles. Maybe it was grief for Scabbers, maybe it was heartbreak for 
Francesca’s lost Warren — maybe it was her thinking about her own Warren, if it was gone, 
or if she’d left it because of the Kennels, maybe it was her realising she could never leave — 
but she felt her own voice grow choked as she addressed the boy. “You could have left for the 
surface. You could’ve asked Francesca about finding a Toreador patron. But instead you ran 
off and told your parents. Like the spoiled brat you are.” 


“T tried everything.” Francesca’s words were hollow. “I tried so hard to bring him around, but 
he always...” 


“No, you didn’t!” said Miles. “You didn’t try everything, you shut me down every time I told 
you exactly what was wrong! What was I supposed to do after that, just Jeave?” 


“Yes!” said Wendy. “But instead you showed them SchreckNET, showed them all the 
important files — the directory of Princes and Elysia, the pages on Disciplines, and you told 
them where your Warren was. Now they’re all dead.” 


“Good!” yelled Miles. 
Everyone flinched, and looked at the door. 


“I’m glad they’re dead.” Miles’s voice shook. “I couldn’t live any longer surrounded by those 
monsters. I wanted to throw up every second I was down there!” 


“T asked you if you wanted to leave,” Francesca murmured. “I asked you if you wanted to 
leave so many times, and you always said no —” 


“How could I?” said Miles. “How could I just leave them behind? How could I leave them 
alone with all those monsters around them and nobody to look out for them?” 


Francesca only sighed. 


Comprehension dawned. Wendy froze. There was a lump in her throat, but no matter how 
hard she tried, she couldn’t swallow it. 


“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.” Miles sneered. “Don’t pretend this 
is about the Toreador disgust. I’ve lived with it for fourteen years, you really think that’s the 
problem? You really think I betrayed all of Kindredkind because I thought the Nosferatu were 
fucking ugly?” 


“T tried to teach him,” Francesca murmured. “We do it because we have to, not because we 
want to. We can’t let the humans see so many of us leaving each night, we can’t —” 


“He means —” said Alexander. 


“The Kennels.” Wendy’s voice was spun glass. “That’s what he meant when he said we were 
monsters. It’s not because we’re Kindred. It’s because of the children...” 


“Picture this,” said Miles, victoriously. “Me, a newborn fledgling. Still scared out of my wits, 
disgusted by everything around me, but Frannie told me that there was a way around it and 
that as soon as we found out what I thought was beautiful, as soon as we found out what 
captivated me, what hypnotised me — everything would be fine. And I so wanted that to 
happen. I wanted it to happen more than anything. And then...” He closed his eyes. “Another 
Nosferatu ran by my room. A child. She must’ve been only ten, maybe eleven. I followed 
her. I asked her about it. And she took me to a room...” 


Wendy could imagine. She’d been warned about the Kennels before she’d ever set foot in 
them at a month dead, but even that had not prepared her. It took a certain amount of... 
warning and preparation... before the Nosferatu exposed a childe to them for the first time. 


“The room was full of cages,” said Miles. “And inside every single one was a crying, 
begging child. Arms out, hands in fists, just like dogs trained to sit, pleading for me to feed or 
to give them some of my own blood. And the little girl who’d taken me in there — she rattled 


off these facts like it didn’t even faze her. She told me who was off-limits because they were 
still recovering from previous drinks, but who I could eat from, and who would soon be due 
for vitae.” His eyes were vacant. Wendy knew that look. She’d felt it on her own face when 
she’d opened all the cages. “And then she showed me...” 


Wendy thought of the children of the Warren. Of Pug, and Mike, and Sneeze. Of how they’d 
never grow up. She often saw them playing in the water at the travellators, kneeling on their 
metal beach as they summoned alligators from the deep to ride on through the water, 
whooping and cheering, or canonballing from the balconies above... 


She’d never see that again, now that they’d left the shopping centre, but at least they were 
alive. At least they weren’t in those cages any more. At least Baltimore’s children weren’t, 
either, even if they struggled and writhed in hospital beds in deep withdrawal from a drug the 
hospitals knew nothing about by design. Maybe they should have died when the Warren 
burned. They wouldn’t have burned to death, they’d have suffocated from the smoke long 
before the flames touched them... 


But the Peter Pans of the Warren wouldn’t have had that luxury. The children like Pug, and 
Mike, and Sneeze. They didn’t need to breathe. They’d have spent their last moments in their 
own kind of horror and suffering, just like the children now forever deprived of vitae. 


What was she becoming that her heart ached more for the Nosferatu children than the human 
ones? 


“Miles,” said Francesca. “We have a few children Embraced into the Nosferatu, but none by 
that description. All the girls are under seven, or over thirteen.” 


“What does it fucking matter?” said Miles. “She was probably with that Archon who was 
visiting at the time, he had a bunch of people with him and I never saw her again anyway, I 
don’t give a shit, that’s not the point! The point is that J recognised one of those kids, 
Francesca!” 


The room went quiet. Wendy tried to swallow again, but couldn’t. 


“T used to have a cousin I played with when I was little,” said Miles. “My aunt was a drug 
addict. Used to dump him on us all the time. She was eventually homeless but she realised 
what it was doing to herself and her family, tried so hard to jam the brakes and undo it all. 
Mom and Dad had custody. Mom was just a secretary at the NSA back then, not a hunter, and 
Dad was in security. Still is. My aunt used to visit, take my cousin out to lunch or dinner. One 
night she came back screaming and crying because he was gone. She got arrested. The courts 
said she trafficked my cousin for drug money, and it was only my mother who believed her 
when she denied it. My mom hired a private investigator and they found something on 
CCTV, some sort of mutant monster leading my cousin away by the hand.” 


He wasn’t even looking at them any more, he was looking right through them. Had he ever 
seen the footage? Was he watching it now in the theatre of his mind’s eye? “My aunt clearly 
hadn’t trafficked him, but the courts did fuck all about it, refused it as evidence, and 
convicted her anyway. My mother went crazy trying to track my cousin down, trying to 
figure out why the court was ignoring the evidence. That was how she and my dad became 


hunters. The more she pulled at the tapestry thread the clearer it got that it was all a tangle of 
strings pulled from above by creatures we didn’t even know existed. The world wasn’t what 
she thought it was, and our whole fucking justice system was compromised.” He laughed, 
bitterly. “The prosecutor was a ghoul of the Sheriff at the time, and his job was to bribe the 
shit out of the judges. Guess who the Sheriff was back then. Go on.” 


“Early ‘80s, I presume?” Alexander looked confused. “Maybe mid ‘80s? That would have 
been —” He paused. “Oh.” 


The real Isaac Goldwin. 


The room was so quiet. The lights buzzed above, there were distant shuffles and voices of 
overtime workers muffled by walls, but the room was so, so quiet. 


“And then I finally found my cousin.” And so was Miles’s voice when he spoke again, a thin, 
fragile little thing that even Wendy, with her good ear, barely heard. “He hadn’t aged a day. 
He was still seven years old. The girl — she’d led me right to him, as if I hadn’t spent six 
years wondering where he’d gone. Said I should try it. That a child’s blood tasted better, was 
a delicacy. That they wanted nothing... wanted nothing more... more than to be...” 


He sobbed. 
Alexander bowed his head. Wendy turned her face away. 
“You never said.” Francesca made a soft, keening noise. “You never said.” 


“What good would it have fucking done?” said Miles. “It wasn’t enough for you that I hated 
it, that all the fledglings hated it, why the fuck would you have cared that I knew him?! I 
don’t regret it, I don’t regret any of it! All I regret is that you’ll be destroyed too. I’m pissed 
at you. I’m furious at you. You’re a piece of shit for the horror you allowed to go on in your 
Warren.” His voice was bitter, breaking with every word, each sentence barely stitched 
together against the force of his grief. “I think you’re fucked up for letting it happen, and I 
feel like a piece of shit for caring about you, but I do. You’re my sire, I love you, and J hate 
myself for it! I just... I just wanted to make this world a little less fucked up.” 


Francesca sobbed. 


“A little less fucked up,” said Miles again. He gave Wendy a sad smile. His eyes were 
haunted. “The hunters saved them. Just like I wanted them to. But some of the children... 
they’re already dead because they didn’t have any vitae and had been down there so damn 
long they died of old age as much as they did withdrawal. The rest... slowly, one by one, 
they’re getting sick. Very, very sick. They’re going to return to their real ages, and they won’t 
have parents, or any support system. I don’t know what’s more cruel, freeing them or leaving 
them in there. But at least I know that in Baltimore, it will never, ever happen again.” 


“What happened to your cousin?” said Wendy, just to see if he knew the answer. 


“He’s very sick right now,” said Miles. “But he’s young enough he might make it.” 


Wendy thought of the conversation Erikson had had with the Director, and did not correct 
him. 


“The strong will survive,” said Alexander, as if he didn’t know what else to say. 


“They’re children, Goldwin,” said Miles, hollowly. “None of them are strong. They shouldn’t 
have to be.” 


Silence. Francesca kept on crying. 


“It looks like Cock Robin was right after all,’ Alexander mused. “This problem was caused 
by the Nosferatu.” 


Wendy looked up at him and met his eyes, but there was nothing accusatory in his gaze. 


“Look at what it took to save them,” he sighed. Then he turned to Francesca. “The Traditions 
are Clear. Thy progeny 8 sins are thine to endure.” 


Something moved in Wendy’s pocket. For a brief, joyful moment she thought Scabbers was 
alive again, but it was Brutus, poking his head out. He squeaked three times. 


“That must be the signal for our ride,” said Wendy. Then she remembered something. “The 
USB! I need to get into an office, can you help?” 


“Not unless we stake them both first.” Alexander glanced at sire and childe. “I don’t trust her 
either. He’s her childe, after all.” 


“Do it,” Francesca sobbed. And for the first time, another expression came onto Miles’s face: 
guilt. “I don’t care any more. I just don’t.” 


“What?” said Miles. “No —” 


“Don’t worry about it,” said Alexander. He pulled a stake from his pocket and tossed it 
towards Miles. 


Miles blinked. “Uh —” 

A black shadow tendril erupted from under the bed, caught the stake — 

Miles said, ““What the hell is tha —” 

— and drove it into Miles’s chest. 

“Wow,” said Wendy. “That was so cool!” 

“Thank you,” said Alexander, pleased. 

Francesca brought Miles’s limp hand to her lips, then pressed it to her forehead. 


Right. Time and place. Read the room, and all that. 


Sheepishly, Wendy brought out one of the stakes that had been in Alexander’s chest not long 
before. “I’m sorry, Francesca. I mean that.” 


“T know,” said Francesca, softly. “I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time before. You were just 
a childe.” 


Wendy squeezed her shoulder, and brought down the stake. 
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Alexander only had to touch the card reader in front of the Director’s office for the door to 
click open. 


“Who needs hacking when you can break things?” he remarked dryly, but there was no 
humour in his eyes. 


“Dude, we need the /T director’s office,” said Wendy, stepping onto plush carpet. Polished 
wooden panelling stretched all around the perimeter, with bright, chic lights shining down on 
them. So that was where security’s budget went. “Not here, we —” 


“We don’t have time to —” 

Alexander stopped and considered the scene in front of him. 

“Uh,” said Wendy. “Alexander?” 

“T know,” said Alexander, in his Wendy-please-shut-the-fuck-up voice. 
“We forgot to check where —” 

“T know.” 


“Yeah.” 


There was a massive desk by a tinted window, covered in little knickknacks, paperwork, and 
in-trays. Behind it, frozen, was the Director, eyes fixed on Alexander. 


“Uh,” said Wendy. “Hey. What’s up?” 


“How the hell did you — ?” The Director lunged for his landline — only to fly into the 
window. The pane cracked, but did not break. He struggled, pinned against it. He choked, 
hands scrabbling at his throat. Only then did Wendy see the shadow curled around his neck, 
stretched into a long rope. 


“I’m pretty sure bad things are gonna happen to us if he dies.” Wendy sat in his chair. “Damn, 
he’s not logged in.” Then: “I did tell you we need to go to /T, right? We need admin access, 
he won’t have it.” 


“He’s the bloody Director and has a military background and is therefore a prat, so he 
probably bullied IT into making sure he has admin access.” Alexander rounded the desk at 
his leisure as Wendy frowned at the computer in front of her. The monitor flickered as her 
Lasombra passed it, running his fingers along the polished wood of the desk. “Besides. I 
won’t kill him, I’m just going to choke him to unconsciousness.” He looked up at the man’s 
reddening face. The human wheezed. “You know, it still unnerves me to this night that I don’t 
feel anything when I see people suffer. I think it’s the Blood. It scares my brother, 
sometimes.” 


“Will you stop being such a damn Lasombra?” Wendy looked around for the computer tower, 
found it, and hit the restart button. “You’ll give him brain damage.” She held down FS. “They 
said they were using XP, here’s hoping this office stole IT’s budget after they took 
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security’s. 


“Fine.” She heard a thump behind her, and extensive coughing. “I can’t Dominate him if he’s 
brain damaged, anyway.” 


“Ah, fuck, they closed that back door!” Wendy threw up her hands. 


“What?” Alexander approached. The screen flickered again. He took a step back and almost 
tripped over the Director’s wheezing and hacking form. 


“If you reboot Windows XP in safe mode, it usually lets you into an administrator account 
that doesn’t have a password and you can do all kinds of shit with that,” Wendy grumbled. 
“Unfortunately, IT fixed that. Let me try something.” She shut down the computer, stuck in 
Levin’s USB, and booted it back up again. “Okay, this will let me boot the system from the 
USB. I don’t know if this will actually work either. ’'m making a total shot in the dark here, 
if all I do is end up reinstalling Windows then that won’t give me access to anything at all 
and we’re all doomed.” 


“T have no idea what any of that means.” Alexander nudged the Director with a polished 
shoe. “Get up.” 


“How the hell did you get out of that room?” the Director rasped. “You had two pieces of 
wood in your chest —” 


“Damn, he must already be brain damaged if he can’t figure out you pulled the bloody things 
out,” said Alexander. “You’re going to sit on that sofa, have a vivid daydream about turning 
into a vampire, you will notice nothing going on around you for an hour, and then you’re 
going to completely forget ever meeting us. Ah, I love being sixth gen. At least, when I’m not 
having the random urge to bugger off overseas.” 


“The urge to what?” said Wendy as the Director lumbered over to a sofa, still coughing. 
“Actually, forget that. What I mean is that I’m really hoping Levin put in a tainted Windows 
install here. If his Malkavian insight can give us a security feed virus, then maybe it can help 
him develop a program that’Il already know the passwords on this machine. This /ooks like a 
fresh Windows install, but Levin’s supposed to be an IT genius, so if he modifies it well 
enough to —” 


“T still have no idea what you’re on about.” 


“Buddy, at this point in time, neither do I. I’m used to hacking systems remotely, not trying to 
get into a machine that’s right in front of me.” 


“Levin also said you won’t have time to remove the USB.” Alexander leaned over her, hand 
on her shoulder. The monitor flickered a third time. “Sooner or later the hunters will realise 
we’re not in 2A, and they’1l come over and find two staked bodies.” 


“If Levin has any sense, itll wipe all traces once it’s done.” Wendy almost knocked 
Alexander over in her haste to get up out of the chair. “Now let’s get the others and get the 
hell out of here. We have a ride waiting.” 


“You don’t need to tell me twice.” Alexander reached the door before she did. ““We’|l take the 
fire exit out. Hopefully they won’t think to check it until it’s too late.” 


“They’ve almost certainly got guards watching it.” The corridor was deserted. Wendy had to 
jog to keep up with Alexander’s long, swift strides. “Look, about Francesca — Miles was 
fourteen, so he wasn’t released yet, and I know the Traditions say —” 


“His sins are hers, yes.” Alexander didn’t turn to look at her. 

“So you’re going to destroy her?” 

“No.” 

“No?” Wendy stopped and blinked. Then ran to catch up. “So then — ?” 


“She knows the NSA better than any other Kindred alive,” said Alexander. “We cannot afford 
to destroy her. A lot of her knowledge will be out of date now, but the NSA can’t change 
everything and certainly not overnight. Some of it will still be the same, and Director DeLaire 
will know what to do with that. No, destroying her would be the height of stupidity no matter 
what Miles has done.” 


Wendy thought of the Kennels. Of the children. Of how many people had to be guilty for 
them to keep on staying down there. 


Herself, too. 


They got back to the others. Alexander gestured to Wendy, who yanked the stake from 
Francesca’s back. Francesca barely seemed to notice, reaching for Miles’s slumped form. 


“Alexander.” Sound reached Wendy’s good ear. “They’re here.” 


“ll distract them.” Alexander reached into his jacket by his hip. Wendy saw a holster. “I 
remember where the fire exit stairwell is from the plans, I’Il leave through there. You two can 
Obfuscate, I can’t. You'll need to find another way out. Where will I meet you?” 


“Western fence outside of the NSA,” said Wendy. “Look for the bit squashed by a car. Please 
tell me you know how to tell your compass directions by the sky because otherwise you’re 
gonna have a lot of fun looking for us.” 


“T’m old enough.” Alexander pulled a pistol out from under his coat. “Learned it on the ship 
from England.” He checked the ammo and unclicked the safety. “I'll give them hell.” 


“Don’t get staked, this time!” said Wendy. 

Alexander gave her a withering look. 

“T didn’t mean it like that!” 

Alexander rolled his eyes with a smile, kicked the door open and left. 
Somebody was enjoying himself. 


Wendy listened to the following gunfire. Listened to the shouting, to footsteps thundering 
past the door. 


“If you Obfuscate while carrying Miles,” Wendy looked to Francesca, “will you be able to 
extend it to him?” 


“Yes,” Francesca breathed. “I can do that.” 


Wendy listened for humans. “Then let’s get the hell out of here.” 


-O- 


After all that drama, they just walked to the elevators and took one down. 


Francesca kept Miles slung over her shoulder, one hand steadying him as the other held 
Wendy’s to keep them all visible to each other. At the threshold of the foyer, both hesitated. 
Security officers and soldiers bustled inside, watching the doors, guns at their hips. 


“The automatic doors will be off at this time of night,” said Wendy. “You need to hit a button 
to open them — see that button there, next to the doors? — and they’re watching it like a 
hawk. No way I can press it without them seeing through my Obfuscate.” 


“How many fire exits are there?” said Francesca. “There can’t be just the one.” 


“Shit, Pll have to ask Kaiser and see if he remembers, because I don’t!” Wendy brought 
Brutus out of her coat. “Sit tight, Francesca, I’Il be back in a moment.” 


“T can’t believe I’m still stuck here,” Kaiser bitched as soon as she tapped into Reepicheep. 
“Our ride’s pulled over further up, they’re ready to go. As for you, if I’m remembering this 
right — turn down the corridor to the left and follow it to the end. You’ll be on the opposite 
side of the building to Goldwin, but I can hear him coming out —” Now that Kaiser 
mentioned it, Wendy could hear distant gunfire getting closer. And screaming. “ — so you 
better be fast. Pll call our ride and tell her to do some property damage. You assholes better 
get here before the military does because it’s going to be close! Over and out!” 


“Right.” Wendy pulled away. “We’re running out of time — follow me.” 
“Where are we going?” Francesca didn’t move. 

“We don’t have time!” Wendy yanked at her hand. 

“Just tell me where we’re going!” 


“Fuck, fine! Down the hallway to the left, at the end of it is a —” Wendy yelped as Francesca 
slung her over her free shoulder. 


“Hold on!” 


Wendy shrieked as the world became a blur. The corridor disappeared into a blend of colour 
and light, pausing only as Francesca kicked open the fire exit door. 


And then they were out into the open air. 


Bullets rang out. Francesca’s Celerity carried them across the parking lot, past some very 
confused soldiers and hunters, and towards something Wendy couldn’t see. But over the 
rushing wind, she heard it — a crash, the tinkling of metal as the fence went over, car doors 
opening and gunshots ahead. Her fellow Kindred gave as good as they got. 


“In the car! In the car! In the car!” yelled Kaiser. Francesca dumped Wendy on the grass. She 
ripped open the back seat and slung Miles inside. Wendy scrambled after them, only for 
Kaiser to bowl her over as he crammed himself in after her. “Move over, we need to seat five 
back here ‘cause there’s a French asshole in the front seat!” 


“Missed you too, Kaiser,” said Gerard. 


“Get us out!” Alexander slammed the back door behind him. There was blood on his mouth, 
and his vest and shirt were shredded. 


“Working on it!” It was Gemini who cried out from the driver’s seat, flooring the gas and 
sending them backwards. Wendy was almost hurled into the front seat. Gerard flung his arm 
out just in time. “This car isn’t exactly built to withstand bullets!” 


“We'd have taken mine, but I had to leave the goddamn limo!” shrieked Kaiser. “The 
government steals all our shit!” 


Wendy gathered herself just in time for Gemini to yank the steering wheel and send her 
flying into Kaiser, squashing poor Alexander against the door. Alexander swore. “I take back 
what I said about the Nosferatu smell. Kaiser’s is terrible.” 


“Fuck you too!” 


“Gerard, can you Obfuscate us all?” Gemini drove them over the road barrier, scraping the 
undercarriage of the car with a sound that made nails on chalkboard appealing — especially 
to Wendy, now sprawled in the footwell on top of the paralysed Miles Erikson. “Because I 
can’t extend it to cars yet!” 


“T will when you stop driving down the wrong side of the road!’ said Gerard, before letting 
out a stream of French curses. 


“We were on an exit, I couldn’t take it back into the fucking base, now, could I?” Gemini 
yanked the steering wheel into a u-turn, then thundered it down the road. “Okay, now can you 
do it? They’ve got a helicopter!” 


“T’ve already done it, make sure nobody crashes into us because they can t fucking see us!” 
“Hi, Isaac,” says Wendy, from the floor. “How’d you end up upside down in your seat?” 


“It’s Prince Isaac.” But Alexander didn’t look angry. Then again, it would be hard for him to 
look intimidating in his position. He did, however, look proud of himself. “You weren’t 
wrong about them watching the stairwells. I had to kill a lot of humans to make it out.” He 
wiped his mouth with a cloth-covered wrist. 


“Since when is Prince Isaac a Lasombra?” said Gemini. Above, the helicopter was getting 
quieter. 


“Since he swapped places with the real Isaac Goldwin in the early ‘90s,” said Gerard. With 
Alexander here, he was all stiffness. “I knew because I got into DeLaire’s inbox, but how did 
you know?” 


“Rearview mirror.” 


“You got into my email?” said Francesca, in the middle of pulling Miles up from the floor. 
“You bastard, I told you to stop doing that!” 


Alexander just sighed. “DeLaire, we are going to have words.”’ 


“Do you guys want me to get rid of the Lasombra, Fran?” said Gemini. “I can get a truck to 
rear end us if you like.” 
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“Hey, I’m back here, too!” said Kaiser. 
“So?” 
“Why?!” said Alexander. 


“Huh, he must be antitribu.” Gemini wrenched the steering wheel. “A Sabbat Lasombra 
wouldn’t be surprised by that at all — asshole!” Just as Wendy started pulling herself up, 
Gemini slammed on the brakes, sending Alexander toppling down on top of her. “I had right 
of w — oh. Right. We’re invisible.” 


Alexander was trying to pull himself up with his left hand. Wendy did not tell him where his 
right one was. Instead, she said, “Gerard, how’d you get out of Elysium?” 


“Radcliffe,” said Gerard, stiffly. “He told you once he had a plan to get us out. You were 
already gone.” 


“Yeah, sorry about that, had to go break into the US government.” 
Uncle Smelly’s facade cracked enough for a soft laugh. 


“T hope Arturo doesn’t want his architectural drawings back,” said Wendy. Francesca had one 
seat and had propped Miles up on the other, leaving Alexander and Kaiser to wrestle over the 
third. “Cause I’m not going back in there to get them.” 


“Good.” Kaiser shoved an elbow in Alexander’s face. Wendy heard a crack, remembered too 
late that Kaiser had Potence, and heard Alexander growl. “Because I’m so done with being 
taxi service. How many of us are going back to New York Ci — aie!” A shadow tentacle 
ripped him off the seat. 


“All of us.” Alexander settled into it, reaching down to help Wendy into his lap. She tried to 
keep her face neutral. He kept a steadying hand on her waist. Two of his fingers were against 
her bare skin. “Because if you think I’m going to stand by and let you lot take all the credit 
for this, you’ve got another thing coming.” 


“There’s seven of us and five seats in this car!” Kaiser glared at them from the floor. 
“We'll shove you and the smartarse in the front seat in the trunk, then.” 
“Which one, the ugly-ass one with the fucked up face, or Gemini?” 


“What happened to your limo, Kaiser?” Gerard shot back. “You’ve got plenty of space in 
there for all of us.” 


“Don’t fucking ask me about my limo,” said Kaiser darkly. 
“No, seriously,” said Gemini. “Did somethi —” 


“T wasn t joking, Gemini!” 


With her Blackberry compromised by her conversation with the True Prince, Wendy yoinked 
one of Gerard’s burners and called ahead to Harry. After their arrival, and a brief discussion 
on what to do next, the party split up; Wendy, Gerard, Miles, and Alexander switched from 
Gemini’s car to a nice spacious limo. It was nicer than Kaiser’s. Even if Wendy hadn’t 
immediately realised it, hearing Jackie beg Noah for the opportunity to drive it was enough. 


“Let him,” Alexander said. “Noah will follow us from behind with Harry, anyway.” He gave 
the green-looking Kaiser a little wave with his fingers. Jackie pumped his fists and yelled in 
victory. 


“Let me go with you.” Francesca hovered by her Prince, but not quite willing to meet his 
eyes. “I want to be there, at the end.” 


“T’ll need to convince the Camarilla that Miles had already been released.” Alexander shook 
his head. “I shouldn’t have any trouble with it, but just in case I fail to... we need you alive, 
DeLaire. Go with the rest to the New York Warren. They’ll protect you.” 


Francesca did not argue. She let Gemini lead her back to her car, where Kaiser waited in the 
front seat, glaring at Alexander’s limo. 


“At least I don’t have to sit on the floor this time.” Wendy scooted along the leather seats. 
“At least I don’t have to be in a car with Kaiser this time,” said Alexander. 
“You win,” said Wendy. 


Alexander laughed at that. 


-O- 


So that was it, then. All that drama and fanfare, and vindication felt like an anticlimax. 


Mercifully, all Wendy’s expectations that Cock Robin would, once again, prove a royal pain 
in the ass, turned out to be incorrect. Perhaps it was because Prince Isaac Goldwin was 
backing up her story. The most he did was reach for the laptop. “I want to do this properly.” 
He started it up. “I want to review the evidence and, if satisfactory, then it will be enough to 
execute the childe here and now.” 


“The password is —” said Wendy, but Cock Robin was already in. 


“Don’t need it,” said Cock Robin. “Windows XP has a backdoor through safe mode if the 
computer’s administrator hasn’t fixed it... and the childe clearly never did.” 


Wendy stared at him. 


“Don’t forget which clan I come from.” Cock Robin gestured for his ghoul to take over. 
“Emily, bring up his email for me.” 


“Sometimes,” said Wendy, quietly. “I think you do.” 


Cock Robin didn’t even look at her as he clicked. Distracted with the task her regnant had 
given her, it took the ghoul a moment before she conveyed his response. “If only I could.” 


Miles was destroyed fifteen minutes later. Theo Bell did it in front of a crowd that stayed well 
back, this time, with Qadir standing behind. As he pulled his shotgun up to his face he said, 
in a voice so low that only Miles and Wendy’s sensitive ear would have heard, ““You wouldn’t 
have made a bad Brujah yourself, kid.” He looked down the sights. “I don’t like what you 
did, but I admire why you did it.” 


This time, Wendy closed her eyes, and Theo Bell pulled the trigger. 


Prince Panhard gave the entire New York City Nosferatu a full pardon, and a dark warning 
not to let cover ups happen again. Cock Robin didn’t object. Much like in the aftermath of the 
Battle of New York, he had suddenly and abruptly dropped his vendetta in favour of letting 
events unfold as they would, staring silently with his buglike eyes. 


Gerard took Wendy into the tunnels, back to the flooded shopping centre. They didn't go in. 
She didn't want to. Instead, she found a small patch of dirt in the tunnels and buried Scabbers 
as her sire watched over her, hand on her shoulder. She'd never felt so stiff under his touch. 


He didn't seem to notice. 


Pieterzoon came to the new Warren the night after to collect his due from Wendy. The 
Camarilla Nosferatu had worked hard to make up for the information lost in the attack on the 
Warren, and so Wendy had a thick folder on Hardestadt to give him, all of it summoned from 
various memories, most of them Calebros’s. “Cock Robin is taking you to Venice tomorrow,” 
Pieterzoon said in lieu of a greeting. “He’s presenting your evidence and report to the Inner 
Circle, and he’s having you attend.” 


“Why the hell does he need me there?” Wendy handed him the folder. 


“He shouldn’t.” Pieterzoon flicked through the pages. He’d been solemn when he arrived, but 
as he went through what was in front of him, he began to smile. “There’s no reason why a 
Justicar should need the help of a fledgling who’s already compiled and presented everything 
she has found.” He raised only his eyes to look at her, face still turned to the folder. “I suspect 
it has something to do with his vendetta against your Warren, Wendy. I don’t know how your 
participation in this meeting with the Inner Council would come into that — if anything, it 
would make your Warren look better, not worse. But whatever his reasons... he’s not done 
with your Warren yet, Wendy. He’s not done with you. I don’t know what he’s planning, but I 


have the feeling that Cock Robin had an ulterior motive in taking charge of the Breach 
Crisis.” 


“Well, no shit,” said Wendy. “He wanted to destroy Gerard and me —” 


Pieterzoon raised a finger, otherwise unfazed by her swearing. Wendy went quiet. Pieterzoon 
was nice enough, there was no need to — 


God damn it, the bastard was using Presence! Again! 


“He doesn’t,” said Pieterzoon. “No. That was just a means to an end. Something that served 
his real purpose.” 


“I’m sorry,” said Wendy. “What?” 


“With elders, it’s never that simple.” Pieterzoon looked back down at the page. “Never take 
them at face value.” He closed the folder with a snap, and watched her with dark eyes 
rendered black in the dim light. ““And now your debt to me is clear.” He smiled. “Good night, 
Wendy.” 


Gerard almost browbeat Calebros into smuggling Wendy out of New York, until Wendy 
mentioned the possibility of throwing Cock Robin under the bus in front of the Inner Circle. 
In reality, she was curious about what the Justicar was up to. Curiosity had led her to the 
Warren to begin with when she’d been only a human, unwittingly nosing into the business of 
a ghoul. It had led her to Alexander when she’d snooped in his room. It had led her to Miles 
Erikson’s crime when she’d helped Gerard lace SchreckNET with a keylogger virus. 


Where would it take her this time? 


Cock Robin showed up the next night without his interpreter, and simply gestured for her to 
follow him. Obfuscated, they scrambled through a hidden hole in the fence of JFK airport; 
Wendy had heard of it, it was how they smuggled Kindred in and out, and after 9/11 the 
humans had stitched it back up no less than twenty-seven times in the next six months despite 
their ghouls’ best efforts. The ghoul-child was waiting in a private jet, curled up with a book 
and some plastic wrapping in her lap. 


“You're here early,” said Cock Robin, sheepishly, until Wendy’s brain realised that it was 
actually her words, not Cock Robin’s. 


Something about her youthful face triggered memories. The large eyes of a child. Miles’s 
makeup. Something Francesca had said, among the last things she’d ever said to her childe, 
back in Miles’s cell. Pieterzoon’s warning to her the night before. Slowly, pieces started 
coming together in Wendy’s mind’s eye. 


Pieterzoon was right. It was never that simple, was it? 


Cock Robin clicked at his ghoul. It sounded like a chastisement. He snatched at the bag of 
sweets and huffed. Wendy half expected him to strike the child, but he only threw himself 


into the seat next to the girl and gestured for Wendy to follow suit. The ghoul wriggled, 
looking very pleased with herself, even when Cock Robin glared at her. 


Wendy kept her mouth shut, for once, and did what she was told. 


-O- 


She didn’t end up seeing much of Venice. Cock Robin bunkered down with her in a tiny 
haven just off one of the canals, but didn’t go inside its tiny space until dawn was almost 
upon them. Instead, he sat outside at the edge of a canal and watched the full moon, as if 
hypnotised, until she finally got over herself and joined him. 


They sat in silence for a while. The moon made Wendy think of Dove the Nictuku, who was 
a courier because the underground suffocated her, who drove so she could be near the moon 
always. The moon sang to her blood, Dove had told Gerard, once, the same blood that had 
transformed her into something uglier than even the run-of-the-mill Nosferatu. Just like it did 
every other Nictuku. 


Cock Robin’s Mask of a Thousand Faces had facial expressions, at least. After fifteen to 
twenty minutes, he signed something at her in what was definitely ASL, given that his false 
face moved when he did. 


“Don’t speak it,” said Wendy. “Sorry.” 
Cock Robin sighed, and signed something else. His face didn’t move this time. 
“Don’t speak Nosferatu Sign Language either,” said Wendy. 


Cock Robin sighed again. Beside him, an unconcerned Emily ate from a styrofoam bowl of 
noodles she’d bought off a late night street vendor. Between Wendy’s inability to speak 
Italian, and Cock Robin’s inability to speak at all, Wendy had wondered how on earth they 
were going to feed the girl when Emily had simply gone up to the vendor and ordered in 
fluent Italian. It was the first time that Wendy ever considered that the ghoul had probably 
stopped being a child a long, long time ago. 


Cock Robin didn’t say much. Emily seemed to have that first night off. When they rose the 
next night Cock Robin gave her a pill. “Helps me concentrate,” said Emily, unnerving Wendy 
by speaking for herself again. “Interpreting is really energy-intensive and this meeting is 
important.” She smiled sheepishly. “That’s what the sweets I ate were supposed to be for: 
picking me up when I get tired. I need the carbs.” 


Cock Robin waved the nearly-empty bag at her. Emily blushed. 


Wendy tried to figure out if she should speak to Emily like she was eight, eighteen, or eighty, 
and ended up just nodding instead. 


The Inner Circle unnerved her. They met Wendy, Cock Robin and Emily in a theatre; the 
three presenters stood on the stage. Six out of seven — with the last one nowhere to be seen 
— of the Inner Circle sat in the audience, with dark hoods over their faces. They needn’t have 
bothered; the hot, blaring lights made it hard to see them anyway. A ghoul with a blindfold, 
much like Addison Payne’s puppet servant, stood with his hands behind his back to the side 
of the stage. 


The ghoul ended up having the same job as Addison Payne’s servant. Maybe that was where 
Payne had got the idea. The Inner Circle never spoke; instead, the Mouth of the Inner Circle 
spoke for them, asking questions as an unfazed Cock Robin presented his report and Emily 
kept up with his machine-gun clicking. Every now and then, the mouth of the Inner Council 
addressed Wendy with a question, or Cock Robin gestured for Wendy to take over for a 
while. He’d stand to the side, looking strangely normal in slacks and a button-up shirt — it 
had only been his face affected by the curse, not the rest of him — and give Emily a sweet. 
He hadn’t done that in New York. Maybe because those meetings hadn’t dragged on for 
hours, like this one did. Maybe because it was just safer here, to acknowledge Emily’s 
fallibility in a place where less people despised him. 


Wendy did not throw Cock Robin under the bus. 


After ten to fifteen minutes, he would take over again. The Inner Circle didn’t even question 
this routine. At first Wendy thought that maybe that had been the whole point of bringing her 
the whole time, simply as a cover for Emily, but... well, he could’ve just used another ghoul. 
Surely he didn’t have just one interpreter? 


“So,” said the Mouth, ten minutes into Cock Robin’s latest shift. “Let’s circle back to the 
traitor’s motives.” 


Oh, god, one of the Inner Council was a “‘let’s circle back” guy. 


“T find it difficult to believe that the hunters merely wore him down over time,” said the 
Mouth. “He spent fifteen years with the Nosferatu —’ Cock Robin had gotten Miles’s age 
wrong even two nights before. Wendy hadn’t corrected him. She was beginning to have the 
feeling she wasn’t supposed to. ““ — and would have spent all that time bonding with him. 
The Inner Council is aware of the existence of Changelings; in fact, the Nosferatu are easily 
the clan that handles them the best. Francesca DeLaire had two other childer who adapted to 
the Warrens of Baltimore just fine, so how did one of the best counterintelligence officers of 
the Camarilla fail so badly that her own childe simply turned on our entire species? At great 
risk, I might add, to himself — not just from other Kindred, but also the United States 
government, from whom he could not have possibly expected good treatment. Was he truly 
so gullible as to believe his hunter parents would not betray him in turn, or that they could 
protect him even if they didn’t? This doesn’t align with Director DeLaire’s track record, 
there’s more to this. Tell us about Miles Erikson.” 


Wendy had been standing for hours. Her knees were beginning to hurt. And those lights were 
so damn hot that if she was mortal, she’d have heat stroke by now from standing under them 
for so long. 


Cock Robin stretched languidly, and then walked off to the side and rummaged in his 
pockets. There was a familiar crinkling of plastic. Huh, surely it wasn’t time for Emily to 
have another break? Besides, she’d eaten the last sweet. The plastic was loud in the silence, 
enhanced by the wide open room. 


Yeah, no way in hell there was another sweet left — 


Cock Robin rummaged in the packet and then pressed something into Emily’s hand. She 
tipped her head back and ate it. 


There had been nothing in Cock Robin’s hand. 
Wendy bit her lip and looked out to the audience. 


Okay. Whatever Cock Robin was planning, this was where it started to kick off. Her brain 
rewound, went over the Mouth’s question in the increasingly expectant silence, and then she 
opened her own mouth. 


And then closed it again. 

Was this...? 

No. Surely not. Not even Cock Robin... 

So why do you tolerate it? 

The memory of his words echoed in her head, like her voice in the theatre. 


“He did trust his parents.” Wendy scrabbled to find something smooth to say, some thread to 
follow, some easy way to talk about it. It was hard; the gears in her head were turning again, 
and had been ever since Pieterzoon had given her that warning, going over all the facts over 
and over again: a little Nosferatu girl in Baltimore, Miles caked in makeup at Elysium, a 
visiting Archon. Panhard, the False Prince, and the True Prince that stood behind her and 
pulled all her strings. Conspiracies and fall guys; performers and architects. The grand, 
seamless schemes of elders, and the clumsy attempts of fledglings so young they weren’t yet 
released... “You must remember that they spent fifteen years working on this. It’s a very 
short time for elders —” So very short, so very, very short, for something so successful it 
threatened them all... “but for us fledglings, it’s a very long time. At first he was estranged 
from his parents, as he came to discover their role in his Embrace, but over the years they 
began to wear him down. I saw the emails myself; they often just wrote him letters, even 
though he never replied at first. They talked about sunshine, about food, about friends going 
to college, about his aunt in jail —” 


She stopped. 
She hadn’t meant to bring up the aunt. 


Cock Robin was still crackling that wrapper. A glance towards him told her he was still bent 
over it, not paying her any attention. 


With elders, it’s never that simple. 


Not for the first time, Wendy wondered where he got Emily, but this time her wondering 
lasted half a second. 


“They worked hard to earn his trust,” said Wendy. “And he withheld the fact that they were 
still contacting him from Director DeLaire in order to protect them. He was angry at them, 
yes, but that didn’t mean he wanted them dead, and they would definitely have been killed to 
preserve the Masquerade — along with Miles himself, and likely DeLaire because of the 
Tradition of Accounting. His parents took advantage of that.” She was rambling, now. The 
gears kept turning, their teeth clicking into place over and over. “So they worked hard, 
and: 5." 


Then she stopped. 

“Yes?” said the ghoul-puppet. 

“Uh,” said Wendy. “Well, the truth is that...” 

The gears got louder in their working, whirred fast enough to overheat. 


She thought about the fate of the Nosferatu, which still hung in the balance, and whose fates 
would be decided at the end of this meeting. She waited to hear Emily’s voice, waited to hear 
Cock Robin smoothly take over like she hadn’t faltered, but when she looked up, Cock Robin 
was rolling the wrapper into a ball between his palms and shoving it in a pocket. Casually, he 
turned to watch her. His deformed face was as inscrutable as it had always been. 


So why do you tolerate it? 
All the times she yelled, and screamed, and opened cages, and nothing had happened. 


But... here she was. Here she was in Venice, the seat of Giovanni power, where the Clan of 
the Dead so graciously allowed the Camarilla to host their councils as per whatever treaty or 
other they’d made hundreds of years ago, she didn’t really give a shit. Here she was, with the 
Inner Council in front of her hanging on her every word, speaking to people most never came 
close to seeing in five hundred years. 


The ghoul-puppet tilted his head. The Inner Circle seemed to glance at each other in the 
uncomfortable quiet. 


Cock Robin crossed his arms. 
So why do you tolerate it? 


Here stood a powerful Nosferatu elder. As a Justicar, he was the most influential one in the 
world, second only to the Nosferatu who sat on the Inner Council themself. Cock Robin 
could crush her like a bug if she said the wrong thing. 


She looked at the Inner Circle. 


But maybe that was why she was here... 

“No,” she said. “I — let me start again.” 

They watched. Cock Robin rolled his shoulders and shifted his weight. 

“The truth is that Miles Erikson isn’t ultimately responsible for the Breach,” said Wendy. 
Cock Robin went very, very still. Emily’s face went blank, but her eyes slid towards him. 
The Mouth frowned. The Inner Circle shuffled in their seats. It was subtle, but it was there. 


“Ultimately,” said Wendy, looking away from Cock Robin, “it was the Nosferatu Clan as a 
whole that is responsible, and this is due to upholding one of our oldest traditions that should 
have ended long ago. A tradition that fledglings like me find so abhorrent that, from time to 
time in our history, they’ve broken the Masquerade in an attempt to put a stop to it and been 
destroyed for. This time... one succeeded.” 


And then she told them about the Kennels. 


Cock Robin let her answer all their questions, of which — to Wendy’s sinking heart and 
slowly dawning horror — there had been disappointingly, disappointingly few. He said 
nothing to her after the presentation, or on the trip home, or when she left him to slink her 
way back to the Warren from the tarmac of one of the lonelier runways of JFK, wondering if 
it had been worth it, or if it had been all for nothing. 


She pulled her coat collar up against the wind. Winter was almost here, and it felt colder than 
ever, and yet... spring was never far behind, surely? New York’s litter drifted through the air, 
twirling and dancing in partnership with the leaves, when another breeze stirred. A biting 
northerly. She could hear the tinny music of a phone call with her good ear, but the crinkle of 
litter obfuscated it, and when the breeze died down the music was gone, and there was only 
the sound of her echoing footsteps and the distant sound of what passed for traffic at this late 
hour. 


When Wendy was almost at the hole in the fence, a delighted whoop carried across the 
tarmac behind her. Wendy turned to look. The ghoul girl was jumping around, punching the 
air and cheering. Cock Robin stood behind her with hands on his hips, one holding a phone. 
When the wind settled enough, she thought she heard stern clicks. The girl looked sheepish, 
grabbed the phone back, and said something, but by then the wind had come back and even 
Wendy’s hearing couldn’t catch it. She watched them until the girl hung up the phone, at 
which point she grabbed her regnant and jabbered excitedly. Cock Robin put an arm around 
her shoulders and squeezed gently. 


He turned and saw Wendy. He did not move, and the ghoul fell quiet beside him. Her 
moonlike eyes fixed on Wendy. Her mouth moved. 


“Do you think...” The wind kicked up and obscured a few words. “... you said she would?” 


Cock Robin’s stare blazed into her like fire. She heard him click. She’d been reading up on 
Morse code these last few nights in her extensive downtime, and she didn’t know enough of 
it to get his whole response, especially not with how fast he spoke, but she got the first three 
letters. 


Dash-dot-dash-dash. Dot. Dot-dot-dot. 
She knew what that meant. 


Wendy left. 


“Did you throw Cock Robin under the bus?” was how Gerard greeted her when she found 
him in the new server room. The new servers had arrived in her absence, piled up in 
unopened boxes. 


She looked at them instead of him, then crossed the threshold to the door that led to her room. 


“Almost,” she said. 


The Inner Circle voted to keep the Nosferatu in the Ivory Tower. 


Wendy found out later it was unanimous, that they’d never been in danger of being thrown 
out. Too valuable as intelligence agents was the official reasoning. 


(Too much dirt on us was what Wendy imagined the unofficial one to be.) 


“It’s good news!” Gerard had told her, baffled. “Why aren’t you happy about it? It’s about 
damn time they stopped taking us for granted, they’ve finally thrown us some goddamn table 
scraps. Merde. What’s been wrong with you lately?” 


Francesca DeLaire was gone by the time Wendy had gotten back to New York. Back to 
Baltimore, Gerard had said, to help Prince Isaac against the Second Inquisition. That was 
what they were calling it now — the Second Inquisition. 


Gerard was now the unofficial Primogen. He wasn’t actually happy about it — he’d rather be 
left alone in his Warren, not dealing with vampire politicians — but he took the burden 
nonetheless, because he cared about the Warren more than his own interests. Wendy almost 
offered to take the position off him without even thinking about it, because it’d be something 
new to do, but then she remembered she had very little experience in diplomacy and had 
fucked up every time she’d tried it. 


Calebros left the night after her return from Venice. He said goodbye to Kaiser, and then 
goodbye to Wendy, but not to anyone else. 


“You did well,” he told Wendy, simply. “Gerard’s proud of you. Won’t stop boasting.” 
“Heh,” said Wendy. “I’ve noticed.” 


Calebros looked at her. He’d always been observant. He hadn’t missed her moods, which had 
been strange even before Venice, or that they’d gotten worse afterwards. “You can come, if 
you want.” 


Wendy had thought about it. Had thought about asking if she could go with him, or even just 
leaving the Warren behind at all. A restlessness under her skin, left over from the adventure 
in Baltimore, made her itch to move, to fidget, to /eave, but... 


But she could never leave, could she? What would she do? Where would she go? 


Another Warren? Another cold prison? A place full of warmth and laughter, but never for the 
only kind of person she was willing to be? 


It wouldn’t be any different there. Just more of the same. 


“Nah.” Wendy gave him a faint smile. “I need to stay here with everyone else. I’m still 
needed here.” 


Calebros just nodded. “If you change your mind, let Qadir know. I’m meeting with Beckett 
soon in Atlanta, but I’ll be going to ground after. Qadir will know where to find me.” 


“Thanks, Cal.” Wendy hugged him. 
He lingered longer than Wendy thought he would, before he finally let go. 


And after Cal was gone, after the Warren began to settle into its new unfamiliar walls in that 
quiet space just before dawn, as Wendy shifted in a bed that wasn’t comfortable any more, 
she was left alone with her thoughts. And only one kept returning to her, over and over and 
over: 


Now what? 


She was beginning to see why elders old enough started to go to sleep. She was only ten. She 
was far too young for this. 


But bitter, bitter disappointment weighed her down, heavier than sunlight, as sunchange hit 
and the daysleep took her. 
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TruePrince: Perhaps I didn’t give you enough credit. 


TruePrince: I did tell you to expect Arturo to hold your feet to the fire in regards to you 
losing those plans, but I didn’t expect you to follow my advice in handling that so well, given 
your youth. 


TruePrince: Between that and Baltimore, I clearly shouldn’t underestimate you. 


Oh, look, him again. Her favourite posturing politician, all dark and mysterious and very 
clearly enjoying the role of puppet master. It was hilarious. 


And also a shame, really, that his whole song and dance was completely wasted on her. 


Wendy sat back on the sofa in the new server room, laptop warming her thighs. Gerard had 
been setting up all night. Wendy should have been helping him, but as he unboxed the new 
servers and set them in their places, no matter how many times she told herself to get up, she 
couldn’t quite manage it. 


Ah, well, talking to the True Prince was always a welcome distraction. She actually didn’t 
mind working with the guy too much. And online instant messaging was much safer than 
phones, so they could speak as openly as they liked — no prancing around with pretentious 
euphemisms. 


WendyWings: Eh. 

WendyWings: You’re not the first. 

Wendy Wings: You won’t be the last either. 

TruePrince: And that’s a mistake. 

TruePrince: The more I talk to you, the more interesting I find you, Wendy. 


WendyWings: :* 


Gerard hadn’t rushed her. He usually would, but in the weeks after Miles’s execution, after 
her return from Venice, he had been gentle with her. Almost like she was spun glass. 


She felt like spun glass. 


Wendy Wings: Seriously though, re: your advice on the Toreador, I do feel bad 


WendyWings: Regardless of how he got those plans, Arturo did entrust them to us, and I 
broke that trust. 


TruePrince: There was no trust. He blackmailed a high-ranking member of the NSA to get 
them, like I told you. 


TruePrince: He saw an advantage and pressed it, that’s why he was making out like you 
owed him for losing them. 


TruePrince: Don’t take anything anyone says at face value, Wendy. 
TruePrince: He’ll chew you up and spit you out if you let him. 


TruePrince: That’s why I told you to tell him to shove it. The power hungry bastards at 
Elysium are all the same. 


WendyWings: Even you? 


TruePrince: Especially me. 


WendyWings: Was really satisfying when he was like “how did you KNOW how I got 
these?” and I said “Thomas, I’m Nosferatu, I know everything about you.” 


WendyWings: Less satisfying when he laughed in my face but you know. 
Wendy Wings: Let him believe that. 
Wendy Wings: Let him believe that I fell for the limp wristed act. 


WendyWings: Let him believe that I don’t know exactly whose strings he’s got clutched in 
his hands. 


TruePrince: Hm. 
WendyWings: :) 
TruePrince: | did say something about not giving you enough credit earlier, didn’t I? 


TruePrince: Here I was, prepared to give you a lecture on how you need to up your game, 
but I see you’re a fast learner. 


TruePrince: And yet, we are all lifelong students, and there always more to learn. 


TruePrince: And, young lady, what I think *you* will most benefit from learning is how to 
manipulate others and how to keep yourself from being manipulated. 


TruePrince: | honestly feel a bit concerned that getting intel from you these last few weeks 
is as easy as asking. 


WendyWings: Dude, why would I play games with you? 


TruePrince: Because you could stand to gain a lot if you just stick your head out a little bit 
more, take a few more risks, learn to play the game. 


Wendy Wings: No. Fuck that noise. That’s not how I do things. 


WendyWings: I’m not above blackmail and spying, but I’m not the kind of person who 
exploits everything for all I’ve got. 


WendyWings: If someone owes me a boon, I'll collect. If I do something for someone, they 
owe me payment in turn. 


WendyWings: I’m not you. I don’t NEED power. I have everything I want, right where I am. 


TruePrince: Is that why you’ve been so miserable lately? 


She chewed on her lip, staring at the screen. If she stared hard enough she could see white 
pinpricks of light divide into red, green and blue dots. 


When she looked up, Gerard was watching her. 


“You okay?” He didn’t look away. “You haven’t been yourself in weeks. Did Cock Robin do 
something?” 


“lve just been thinking.” Painfully aware of the irony of talking about this while she was 
IMing someone, she went on. “Are you sure restarting SchreckNET is a good idea? I 
don’t...” 


“Don’t what?” 


“T don’t know if I can go through this again,” said Wendy. “There’s nothing we can do to 
protect ourselves if someone just walks up to a hunter and shows them. The Camarilla has 
forbidden all communications technology including phones —” 


““—_ which everyone promptly ignored, including Panhard herself —” Gerard looked at her 
laptop. 


““__ and when we get caught again, I don’t think I can save us this time.” 


“Wendy, what is this really about?” Gerard put the cable coil down. He sat on the desk and 
watched her with a concerned frown. “It’s not like you not to talk to me. There’s more to this, 
isn’t there?” 


She knew how it would go if she told him what it was really about: the same way it always 
went. 


“T thought I should be happy that this is over,” she said instead. “And yet SchreckNET as we 
know it is gone, it was my life, and without it I don’t know what to do with myself. But 
creating a hidden SchreckNET... I don’t want to live in fear of being discovered again. 
Especially knowing that the Breach was nothing we could have prevented. I don’t want to 
live like that, but what e/se do I do?” She ran a hand through her hair. “All I know is that I 
can’t do this again.” 


“Our clan needs it.” Gerard’s voice was gentle as he went back to freeing the cable from its 
coil. “Even if it means keeping it strictly to the clan this time.” 


“Keeping it within the clan wouldn’t have prevented this.” 


“No. It wouldn’t have.” Gerard stuck one end of the cable in a server. “But we need it. You’re 
forgetting, Wendy, Miles could have done anything else to prove who he was. He could’ve 
showed his fangs. He could’ve shown them Rotschreck. He still had invaluable intel for the 
hunters to use because of DeLaire. The fact he chose SchreckNET as his proof is nothing but 
bad luck, and nobody could have prevented that. This was DeLaire’s failure to choose the 
right childe, nothing more. It’s not on us.” 


This doesnt align with Director DeLaire ’s track record, the Inner Circle had said. 


The Nosferatu hadn’t learned anything from this, had they? Whether it was Gerard, Calebros 
or DeLaire — to them it was all about method, not motive. The problem stopped at what 


Miles Erikson did, and not why he did it. People like Gerard thought that if they put up 
enough firewalls, made passwords complicated enough, patched over MasqWare to make it 
even more annoying, then this couldn’t possibly happen again. If a sinkhole opened up 
beneath their house, they thought the problem was the engineering, and not the unsteady 
ground below. 


She’d never forget the look on Miles’s face as he talked about his little cousin Jack. 


“Wendy.” He looked at her. “This was not your fault. None of this was. And it wasn’t mine, 
either. Miles would have done something else to expose us, and he had the intel to do some 
real damage even without SchreckNET.” 


And that was the problem, wasn’t it? The whole fucking problem. It stared him right in the 
face, and yet he couldn t quite get it... 


Miles, we have a few children Embraced into the Nosferatu, but none by that description. 
DeLaire’s words had been turning over in Wendy’s head for weeks. All the girls are under 
seven, or over thirteen... 


He waited for her to say something, but she just went back to typing. 


WendyWings: I’m “miserable”, as you put it, because I don’t know where the future will 
take me. I don’t even know what I want to do in my present. 


WendyWings: I thought Venice would change something. I thought speaking to the Inner 
Circle would change something. I thought Cock Robin would change something. 


WendyWings: But in the end, it did fuck all. 
WendyWings: *Again*. 
WendyWings: All I know any more is that I will not do what you do. 


WendyWings: | have no interest in politics or manipulation. None. And don’t you dare try to 
pressure me into it again. 


WendyWings: I give you intel because I like you and because you owe me boons in turn, not 
because I want to be your tool. 


WendyWings: So don’t try to shape me into another Panhard. 


TruePrince: Why is the present or the future an issue? Because SchreckNET is “gone”, 
now? 


TruePrince: Your sire’s bringing it back, isn’t he? 


She thought of DeLaire, back in Baltimore. Wondered if there’d been any orders for small 
aviaries and dog crates over there. But oh, how naive she was to be asking that at all, as if the 
answer wouldn’t be obvious... 


WendyWings: It’s supposed to be a secret. I don’t want to live in fear of the Inner Circle 
finding out. 


WendyWings: | don’t want to go through this again and I’ve told my sire as such. 
Wendy Wings: But what am I when I’m not being a programmer? 

TruePrince: From the report Panhard gave to me, a pretty kickass counterintel leader. 
TruePrince: I’m surprised Cock Robin hasn’t tried to recruit you yet. 


TruePrince: He’s been asking a lot of questions about you. Strange, Justicars are usually a 
lot more subtle than that, but then again he can be a battering ram at times. Bit like you in 
that respect. 


TruePrince: You really don’t give yourself enough credit. 
TruePrince: Maybe you should go back to Baltimore? 


WendyWings: And leave my Warren? Leave everything I know? There isn’t even a Warren 
there left. I don’t want to have childer, but there’s nobody there. Except maybe DeLaire. 


TruePrince: You sabotaged the NSA as much as you could while you were there, but they 
still know we exist. 


TruePrince: You led the counter-response more effectively than anyone else who 
participated. You got to meet the Inner Circle at only ten years old. There’s five-hundred- 
year-old elders out there who’ve never had the privilege. 


TruePrince: You’ve shown you don’t need your sire. You’ve outgrown him. He needs you 
more than you need him, now. 


TruePrince: Maybe it’s time he let you go. 


She looked up at Gerard. He flicked switches and hummed with satisfaction as fans whirred 
on and lights flickered on. If she didn’t know better, the Breach might not have happened at 
all, with the way he buzzed around his beloved servers like a queen bee starting a new hive. 


Arturo was right. It was time he let her go. She needed to tell him she couldn’t go through 
this again, needed to talk to him, needed to... 


Instead, she picked up her laptop and headed to her room. 


TruePrince: You timed out for a second there. Everything alright? 


WendyWings: Sorry, I was just moving rooms. What were you saying before it logged me 
out? 


TruePrince: Just that I understood. 


TruePrince: When I was Embraced I was ripped away from a fantastic job and a very loving 
family. 


WendyWings: You had a family? 


TruePrince: Not the type you’re thinking of. A found family. A community. I could be the 
life of the party. A mortal Harpy, basically. 


TruePrince: It’s not the same when you’re dead. 

TruePrince: | was alone and ripped away from all that... then I had to watch them all die. 
WendyWings: What happened? 

TruePrince: AIDS. 

Wendy Wings: Oh. 

WendyWings: I remember that. I can’t believe it was that long ago, now. 


TruePrince: Neither can I, which just makes it worse, to be honest. 


There was a knock on the door. She ignored it. 


She was tired of being the one who went ignored. 


WendyWings: Shit. I’m sorry. 


TruePrince: Yeah, the limp wrist isn’t totally an act. I was Embraced just a few short years 
before it touched down. 


TruePrince: I watched them all die. I could have saved them all and I didn’t save a single 
one. My sire made me continue living my mortal life, which was worse than if I had just 
disappeared, but I couldn’t drink with them any more — used to hang out at Stonewall all the 
time when I was alive — and every time I got another letter in the mail, or another knock on 
the door, I had to tell them I couldn’t go to this funeral, either. Or that one. Or that one. Or 
that one. Or that one. 


TruePrince: Or that one. Or that one. Or that one. 
TruePrince: Or that one. 

TruePrince: They’re never coming back. 
TruePrince: So I can’t go home now. 
TruePrince: Maybe you can’t either. 


TruePrince: The world as you know it has changed forever. Your Warren may have survived, 
but that’s only for now, and another one didn’t make it. You knew people who didn’t make it. 
So many died during the First Inquisition, enough that we went into hiding as a species and 
actually *pulled that off* — imagine how many must have died for them to think that they’d 
succeeded, how little a trace that we left that they truly, sincerely believed we had never 
existed to begin with. 


TruePrince: This time it'll be worse. They have cameras and internet and bombs and 
phones. 


TruePrince: You now live knowing that that life can change at any moment in a way you 
never anticipated, that you can lose *your Warren* at any moment, and it was because your 
life’s work was shown to the wrong people. 


TruePrince: Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised you don’t want to be a part of it any more. 


TruePrince: I wouldn’t either. 


It had all been for nothing, hadn’t it? 
The NSA had had those children rescued, and they’d just died in the hospital of withdrawal. 
Cock Robin had dragged her to Venice, but the Inner Circle hadn’t cared. 


Speaking up in the Warren did nothing. Speaking up to the Inner Circle had done nothing. 
Fuck, even the Masquerade coming down, everything Miles had tried to do — 


Nothing. 
The knock on the door happened twice more, asking for her attention. 


She gave it nothing. 


TruePrince: I guess you’ve got a choice now. 


TruePrince: Live with the known and the risk it entails... 


TruePrince: Or make a change, and take with it the risk that that, too, entails. 


TruePrince:Tell you what, though. I could use frontline NSA intel after everything that 
happened. 


TruePrince: So at least one person will be talking to you. 

WendyWings: | don’t doubt you could use that, but I think you just want a friend. 
TruePrince: Ugh, you’re so naive it hurts. 

TruePrince: dear fledgling, when someone tells you who they are: 

TruePrince: believe them. 

WendyWings: I do. 

WendyWings: Trick is... 


WendyWings: People tell us a lot more about themselves by their actions other than their 
words. 


WendyWings: You tell me a lot about yourself. You finally have someone you can confide in 
and you know it won’t be used against you. You don’t want to lose that. 


TruePrince: Uh, yeah, no. If you figured out who I am then you can use that against me if 
you have half a brain cell, and you have more than most. 


WendyWings: Let me try this again — I haven’t used it against you, have I? Instead of 
holding my cards to my chest I was upfront with you, told you I knew, and confided in you 
instead of stabbing you in the back. And... well. You confided in me in return. How many 
people know about what you went through in the ‘80s? 


WendyWings: Didn’t think so. 

WendyWings: I know you don’t want to lose that. 

TruePrince: Ah. So this is the part where you psychoanalyze me. 
Wendy Wings: nah 

Wendy Wings: Psychoanalysis implies a certain level of challenge. 


TruePrince: ... Damn. 


She glanced up at the door, but Gerard — because who else would it be? — hadn’t returned. 


Maybe the True Prince was right. Not just about Gerard, but about the Warren, too. Maybe it 
was time to go. Time to leave the nest. 


How could she pretend everything was back to normal when it wasn’t? How could she stay 
here and do nothing while the children languished and her clan went on like it was normal, 
like it was okay? How could she watch the Nosferatu destroy themselves, turn themselves 
into monsters? How could she go on and build something new knowing that it was her work, 
along with Gerard’s, that almost got them all killed? Their work that almost destroyed their 
world? 


Some part of her would always bear that burden. Miles had pulled the trigger, but she’d 
loaded the gun, hadn’t she? She and every other Nosferatu. That didn’t make it her fault, but 
she couldn’t pretend she had no part of it at all. How could she? 


ShadowPrince: So when are you coming back to Baltimore? 


WendyWings: Honestly, while I’m fucked up over what happened to SchreckNET, I’m way 
more fucked up about the fact that I told the Inner Circle “hey there’s a huge Masquerade 
violation going on, so even if you don’t care about not being a total fucking psychopath to the 
defenseless just MAYBE you should think about the fact it ALMOST GOT US ALL 
KILLED????” and like 


WendyWings: Nothing. Fucking. Happened. 


WendyWings: Thanks Cock Sucker, you really set me up to paint a target on my own back 
for fucking nothing. 


WendyWings: I was so damn sure that was his endgame. That that was why he took me 
there. That he’d been working towards this for years but nope fuck all happened. 


WendyWings: Pieterzoon warned me he wasn’t done with me. No kidding. For a moment, 
for a few moments, I really thought that maybe he’d had good intentions all along. 


WendyWings: Maybe not. 

WendyWings: | can’t leave but 

WendyWings: fuck 

WendyWings: | can’t stay here any more 

ShadowPrince: Great. So that means you’re coming to Baltimore then? 


ShadowPrince: I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for weeks but your sire is a royal 
prat. 


Wendy Wings: What? I’ve been chatting with you every night. 


ShadowPrince: Upx No. This is the first time [’ve=ever had to use instant messenger and I 
actually know howsto type faster ‘an thissidiot Hoc because I’m used to typewriters, but of 
course guess what i Bappens 9 When iF try Bagtuglipase the keyboard myself? 


Lezetye 


ssing my messages along, so I got your 
’s blackmailing her and that’s the only 


reason she’s alive, but I’m glad she’s histo nonethe ie 


WendyWings: what the fuck 
Wendy Wings: OH. 


ShadowPrince: | kept calling your Warren, but every time I got through your sire said you 
were too busy to come to the phone. So I asked DeLaire how else I might get in touch with 
you. 


WendyWings: “Too busy.” Ha. 
ShadowPrince: I really don’t think Uncle Smelly wants you to come down here. 
WendyWings: He’s a dick. 


WendyWings: He’s been giving me space but I think he just doesn’t want me to leave now 
he knows that I’m wanted elsewhere. 


ShadowPrince: That... doesn’t bother you at all? 

WendyWings: Honestly? I just feel numb. I don’t really care. 

ShadowPrince: You really need to get out of that Warren. 

Wendy Wings: I was gonna say 

WendyWings: I’ve been thinking about Baltimore and whether or not to go back down there. 
WendyWings: | don’t know. Someone else has suggested I go down there too. 
WendyWings: | don’t know. 

WendyWings: Hello? 

Wendy Wings: Having fun with your bane, I’m guessing? 


ShadowPrince has timed out. 


She switched back to the other chat. 


TruePrince: by the way, Cock Robin is visiting your Warren. I’ve been speaking with him. 


TruePrince: He said he was visiting family. I didn’t even know he had any at all, let alone in 
your Warren. 


TruePrince: Why don’t you go say hello to him? 
TruePrince: If all the doors are closing on you... 


TruePrince: Then maybe it’s time to get over your moral scruples and break a fucking 
window. 


TruePrince: Wendy? 


TruePrince: Are you there? 


She made to type a retort, but a new window popped up. 


WilhelmAugustus: oh my god your sire is going to lose his fucking SHIT. 
WilhelmAugustus: I just heard the news. Congrats. 
WilhelmAugustus: No. Seriously. 


WilhelmAugustus: You’re not alone. There’s a reason why I don’t fucking go down there 
unless I have to. 


WilhelmAugustus: Also a reason why I kept my mouth shut because holy SHIT some of our 
clan are stupid defensive over this. Idiots. 


WendyWings: What the hell are you going on about, Kaiser? 


WilhelmAugustus: Anyway if you need someone to smuggle you out of New York before 
Smelly blows his goddamn shit at you, hit me up. Maybe we’ll seek asylum with your 
shadow boyfriend. 


WilhelmAugustus: See how those morons below ground do without their two best intel 
agents. 


WilhelmAugustus: Wait 
WilhelmAugustus: You don’t know yet? 


WilhelmAugustus is typing... 


Outside, Gerard raised his voice. “He’s about to what?!” 


Wendy listened. All she could hear were angry whispers. She quietly put her laptop aside. 


Back in the adjacent server room, little Pug was by the door, murmuring to Gerard. When he 
caught sight of Wendy, his eyes widened, and he went quiet. He watched her with a look of 
hurt betrayal. 


Gerard glanced at her, then left in a run. 
“What happened?” said Wendy. 


“Cock Robin’s here.” Pug glared at her, voice shaking. “He’s in the Kennels.” His voice grew 
increasingly hysterical. “He’s bossing everyone around, telling them to get a separate room 
ready so he can take the children in and —” 


“What?” Wendy stiffened. “A// of them?! But I thought he wouldn’t — he’s going to eat all of 
them?!” 


“What? He’s not —” 
But Wendy was already running. 
“T went through it!”” Pug screamed after her. “Why shouldn’t they?!” 


She was halfway down the stone corridor outside before she remembered she didn’t know 
where the Kennels were in their new home. She’d never asked, had never wanted to know. 
By the time she found them, Gerard was coming out, fists clenched and shaking, muscles stiff 
with fury. Beside him, Gemini shook her head, a snarl frozen on her face. 


“Gerard?” said Wendy. 
They stopped. The look he gave her pinned her to the ground. 


He must have seen her flinch, because he raised two fingers and said, voice shaking in 
barely-suppressed anger, “I will have a word with you when I have cooled down, because 
right now I’m at serious risk of /osing my shit.” 


And with that, he stormed off. 


“Not much better than Erikson, are you?” Gemini gave Wendy a dark look. “At least you just 
betrayed the clan instead of our whole kind, but is this really any better? You realise that as 
his childe, Gerard is going to be held responsible for this, right?” 


“What?” said Wendy. 
But Gemini wouldn’t even look at her as she left. 


Inside the Kennels, there was silence. Wendy hesitated; normally the children would be 
losing their minds with anticipation if they heard someone outside, but there was someone in 
there already, wasn’t there? 


A small, pleading voice, distorted by the echoes of the cave walls, broke the silence. It 
dragged Wendy in by the gut. 


Cages lined the walls. Most were small, small enough the children inside couldn’t stand up 
fully. A few were bigger; former aviaries turned prisons. The heads of well over a dozen 
children as young as five and old as fourteen swivelled to look at her, and then quickly 
disregarded her. 


Someone else had their attention right now. 


Cock Robin sat in front of one of the cages on crossed legs, hunching over something in his 
hands. Some toys lay scattered around him, and there was a pile of books next to the cage. 
The child in the cage, who was about Emily’s age, had a rubix cube in his hands, and was 
staring in puzzlement from Cock Robin to the cube, looking for some kind of cue as to how 
to behave, what to do, what trick to perform in order to get the reward he wanted. 


Cock Robin held up another rubix cube and showed it to the boy. He turned it once, and 
watched. 


The boy looked from the cube in his own hands, and back to Cock Robin. Quietly, he 
dropped the cube and held out his arm with a clenched fist. 


Cock Robin sighed. 


“Robbie,” said Cock Robin. “Can’t J have some blood? It’s almost been four weeks and you 
promised me I could have some tonight.” 


Wendy blinked. Then she saw Cock Robin’s hands move, and it was only when he started 
signing that she realised she’d never heard the clicks that came with Cock Robin speaking at 
all. 


Maybe she’d never get used to Emily speaking for herself. 


Cock Robin stopped signing. The girl looked disappointed. Cock Robin picked up the cube 
the boy had dropped, solved it in fifteen seconds, and then put it down again. For a long 
moment he said nothing, staring into space. 


Wendy slowly walked around so that she could see Cock Robin’s face. He looked as pensive 
as anyone with that beak could. Emily looked up, but Cock Robin didn’t. 


“Picking a new childe, are you?” said Wendy. 


It was a moment before he responded. “I used to consider it, but there was no point.” Emily 
didn’t need to be asked to take over interpreting duties. He had her well trained. “They’d 
have just been replaced by another one. And they’re often... messed in the head, anyway.” 


“Calebros was one,” said Wendy. It was automatic, what she said, parroting Calebros’s words 
even as she doubted their truth. “He turned out fine.” 


“T was one,” said Cock Robin. “And I sure as hell didn’t.” 


Inside her head, Pug screamed. J went through it, why shouldn t they? 
Cock Robin glanced at the boy in the cage. The boy looked back at him with big, puppy eyes. 


“My intel,” said Wendy, carefully, “said you were a silversmith. Calebros had got a hold of it 
himself. Said it was very difficult to get.” 


“That’s the wonderful thing about our clan,” said Cock Robin. “You can get them to believe 
just about anything you want them to because they’re so damn predictable. Stick correct 
information right in front of them and they’ll check, double-check, triple-check, interview 
other witnesses and sources — but make them jump through flaming hoops while they juggle 
chainsaws in order to get it? They won’t even question it, they’ll just assume that nobody 
would go to such lengths to hide information unless it’s true. So fucking easy. What’s with 
the books?” 


Wendy blinked at the sudden question, then the small stack that Cock Robin was pointing to. 
“T... don’t know. I don’t know why they brought those over from the old Warren.” 


“Must have been a fledgling,” said Cock Robin, before she could continue. “Our views aren’t 
as unpopular as the elders would like us to think.” 


She ignored the interruption. “I tried to teach them to read, but... they were too desperate for 
the Kiss to focus.” 


“I’m not surprised.” Cock Robin fiddled with the cube. “Give them toys and they don’t play. 
Give them books and they don’t read. Try to talk to them, and they’ll stop talking back as 
soon as they realise you won’t give them anything.” He shrugged. “All they think about is 
their next fix. It took me years to get Emily to stop begging for me to feed her, and a few 
more years to get her to stop trying to bait other Kindred to feed from her instead. That was 
fucking horrifying, by the way. And as you just saw... she still slips up now and again.” 


The ghoul looked ashamed. Cock Robin rose and patted her on the shoulder, which seemed to 
comfort her. 


“T thought maybe I could implement feeding as a reward,” said Wendy. “But...” 


“Probably the only way you could get them to do anything,” said Cock Robin. He still hadn’t 
looked at her. “Why didn’t it work?” 


“T couldn’t bring myself to feed on them,” Wendy admitted. “The others — they weren’t 
interested in helping me educate them because not all of them will be Embraced, so I couldn’t 
talk anyone into taking the time to do it for me. And the other fledglings were too disturbed 
to go near them. By the time they got over that... well, they weren’t interested in educating 
them either.” 


“Nothing could be done.” Cock Robin shrugged. “Free them? They go into withdrawal. Kill 
them? Another child takes their place. The more you put down, the more children are 
subjected to it. Less get abused if you just leave them alone. I took my sister with me when I 
left, but Emily was just replaced. So was I. I keep her ghouled because I went through the 


withdrawal just before my Embrace, when they denied me the Blood in order to advance my 
age, and I hoped that one day I could uncover a way to take her off the Blood without making 
her go through that complete and utter hell... but there’s no point, now. She’s old enough 
now that she’d have advanced to old age and died even if I took her off it a hundred years 
ago. 


“T used to think that nothing could excise this part of the Nosferatu short of war,” Cock Robin 
went on. “The Camarilla don’t care about the kids, only the Masquerade — so once the kids 
are down here, the Cam wants them to stay down here, so even if they weren’t ghouled you 
can’t set them free, you can only kill them. And if you kill them, even if you knew they 
wouldn’t be replaced — how would you do it? They’re ghouls. There is no such thing as a 
quick, painless death for a ghoul, not with their Fortitude.” 


“You could behead them?” It felt weird asking the question in front of the children, and with 
Emily staring at her. 


“Fortitude,” said Cock Robin again. “There’s no blade sharp enough to make it clean, and 
most ghouls have it if they’ve been addicted long enough. That includes Emily. If I ever had 
to kill her quickly, I want to do it properly, because an error would be agonising for —” His 
voice — her voice — began to shake. “Ah, easy, darling. ’m not —” Emily stopped 
interpreting. Cock Robin put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed, which seemed to 
calm the girl down, until she realised that Wendy was watching and stiffened. Cock Robin 
clicked something, and Emily relaxed. 


He patted her on the back and clicked again. Emily nodded. 


“Even if the Cam had made this practice illegal sooner,” said Cock Robin, “it would’ve just 
been maintained in secret. We live forever, so you can’t teach fledglings better and wait for 
older generations to die out, because sooner or later the childer take on their Warrens’ views. 
Change happens slowly in Kindred, but in the echo chamber of a Warren, it goes at a glacial 
place because we’re so social our views just get reinforced over and over. You’d have to 
invade every Warren and kill every Nosferatu to stop this from happening again, otherwise 
it’s whack-a-mole. Not that I’d mind torching the Warrens that practice it, but alas. No 
manpower. If the Nosferatu were kicked out of the Ivory Tower, maybe it’d be different...” 


“So that’s why you wanted us out,” said Wendy. 


“Not this Warren, personally. All of them.” Cock Robin waved a hand. “If the Camarilla went 
to war against the Nosferatu, this dreadful practice could be purged once in a while. Send us 
the way of the Cappadocians and the Salubri; it’s been done before and it can be done again. 
Alas. Whack-a-mole it is.” 


“What did you mean...” Something he said earlier caught up to Wendy. “... when you said if 
it had been made illegal sooner?” 


“The Inner Circle discussed it after you told them about it” Cock Robin put his hands in his 
jean pockets, leaning against a cage. A child curled two hands around his leg and gazed up at 
him hopefully. “Five votes to one — get rid of the Kennels. No prizes for guessing which 
Clan voted for it to stay. It’s anonymous, but let’s be real, here...” 


Oh, god. No wonder Gerard had been so pissed off. “You told Gerard that I told them, didn’t 
you?” 


“Ts that all you can think about, in light of that news?” Cock Robin looked at her. 


“T don’t know what to think of anything any more,” said Wendy. “It’s all — too much. It’s all 
happened at once, everything at once. SchreckNET, the Second Inquisition, the Prince of 
New York, the Prince of Baltimore wanting me back down there, the destroyed Warren in his 
city, Erikson... the Kennels... I don’t know what to think about fuck all right now. I’m glad 
it’s illegal now, Robin, but after all these years I’ve just become desensitised to this. How else 
could I learn to live with it? These people — they’re my family. They’re my family and I 
love them so much but they’re doing this utterly horrible thing and I didn’t know how to live 
with it. I tried to do something about it but nothing was working, and I was tolerating it, but J 
didn t want to, I really tried, I tried and I tried and I tried, but because none of it worked I was 
just as bad as they are and —” 


“And it worked.” Cock Robin smoothly cut into her increasingly hysterical speech. “You 
tried telling someone new that it was unacceptable, and it worked.” 


Wendy looked at the cages around them. 
“Why didn’t you tell them?” she said. “The Inner Circle. Why didn’t you —” 


“T did,” said Cock Robin. “They already knew. The Inner Circle have always known about it. 
Used to be well known back in the night, when sires would sell the offspring of their new 
childer to the local Warren. The Camarilla didn’t care... not until you pointed out that 
Erikson put each and every Kindred in the world at risk of paying the price for it. Not until 
you pointed out that they were at risk because of it.” 


“Tt’s illegal now?” said Wendy. “It’s really illegal now?” 
“Tt is,” said Cock Robin. 
“Then what are we —” 


“Take them into another room,” said Cock Robin. “Feed from them one last time; it’ll be the 
only way you can get them out of here. You’ll have to do it one at a time. And then... take 
them far, far away. Somewhere no Nosferatu can ever touch them again. Somewhere far 
better than here, where they’ll be much happier.” Emily’s voice was shaking, slightly. 
“Maybe they’ll even see the sun again, there. I don’t know.” 


“Wh —?” Wendy started to say, then became conscious of all the little eyes in the room, 
watching them. All the little ears. 


Yes, there was one way to kill a ghoul for certain, one way that even the children wouldn’t be 
hurt by, but would send them out of the world in nothing but the peaceful ecstasy they’d 
spent their whole lives longing for. 


“T can’t do it,” said Cock Robin, gesturing to his beak. “Never been able to. I’ve asked your 
Warrenmates for help with it, but... they’ve all refused, obviously.” 


“Pll do it,” said Wendy, quietly. She could feel the ghost of dead tears almost stinging her 
eyes, but she didn’t even hesitate. “I'll do it. ll make sure — none of it will hurt. They’Il 
love every second of it. I’1l make sure they’ll be happy.” 


“There’s a room ready.” Cock Robin gestured for her to follow him. “Some of your younger 
ones helped prepare it. Come, then.” 


She obeyed. They left the Kennels together. No one was around; nobody wanted to be roped 
into helping by Cock Robin, Wendy imagined. Cock Robin walked at her left, and Emily 
walked at her right. Cave dug into sewer dug into cave, and the three of them kept on walking 
together. 


“The reason why Calebros is the way he is,” said Cock Robin, “is because you don’t learn to 
make decisions in the cages. You just think. For nights. Weeks. Months. Years. Maybe 
decades. It’s why I nominated Calebros as Prince — he could be influenced easily. Could be 
obedient.” He paused. “He didn’t turn out fine.” 


“No,” said Wendy, quietly. “He didn’t.” 


Maybe that was why Calebros lacked the loyalty to pioneer a new respect for Nosferatu 
among the Camarilla, why he’d lacked the spine to stand up for Gerard. He’d never learned 
to defy authority. Never learned to think for himself instead of navel gazing for hours upon 
hours upon hours... 


“He never learned to be a real Nosferatu because he’d never learned to be human,” said Cock 
Robin. “Whether Cleopatras, the average Nosferatu, or even the Foundlings — the loss of 
beauty, the loss of looks, and the loss of your identity is integral to the Nosferatu experience. 
Even the Foundlings understand it, though they give it up willingly. To be a Leper, a price 
must be paid. In our Warrens, outsiders found one another and built a tight-knit community 
bound together by loss and mourning that no other clan felt as deeply. That’s not something 
us Kennel kids can ever understand. We never understood what it was like to belong 
somewhere only to be ripped away from it so severely we can’t even pretend we’re human, 
because after a while, we just... don’t remember anymore. We never bonded from that loss. 
We’re taken so young... even Emily, who was ten when we were taken, can’t remember our 
parents.” 


No wonder Calebros never put the clan first, and left so easily. No wonder Cock Robin never 
fit in. No wonder Emmett turned his back on the Warren without a second thought after he’d 
left, what felt like so many years ago. 


None of them had ever experienced the bond created by the mutual experience of being 
rejected by society. 


“We don’t remember what it was like to no longer belong to a world of beauty and sunlight,” 
Cock Robin mused as he stepped in front of a door. Beyond lay one of the smaller chambers 
of the sewers, Wendy knew, that had yet to be claimed for anything. “I was five when I saw 


the sun for the last time. It was twenty years before I saw the moon again. It was a full moon 
that night. I thought it was so beautiful...” 


He opened the door. A small figure sat on the single chair inside, kicking its legs. It looked 
up at the sound of their approach. 


“Are you ready?” said Cock Robin. 

Wendy hesitated at the threshold. 

Cock Robin watched her. She watched him. 

“You know I can’t do it,” said Cock Robin. “Don’t back out on me now.” 
“You were waiting in the Kennels,” said Wendy. 

“Yes?” 

“Why were you in the Kennels if the child was already in here?” 

Cock Robin tilted his head. “Because —” 

“You were waiting for me, weren’t you?” 


Cock Robin looked like an owl, now, canting his head even further. Or was that a nod? “I 
expected you to come as soon as I had Uncle Smelly riled up. I knew you’d be the only 
person in the Warren who’d do what I needed you to do.” But he shut the door without 
stepping inside. 


“And you couldn’t have simply approached me... why?” 


“You think your sire would have ever allowed it?” said Cock Robin. “No, I had to get him 
good and angry at me, first, and then good and angry at you. So angry he wouldn’t even be 
able to look at you for fear of what he’d do if he confronted you. If I’d just walked up to you 
and dropped you in it he’d have known what I was trying to do. Wouldn’t have left you alone. 
Wouldn’t have allowed you to do what needed to be done. Might have even gotten violent. 


“I’m no idiot.” He jerked his head at the closed door, and then beckoned for her to follow. As 
they walked away from the Warren, headed up towards the surface, he spoke in a low voice. 
“T’m no idiot. There’s Obfuscated Nosferatu in there using that child as bait. That’s the only 
reason the fledglings were permitted to help me. I know their plan, it’s so boringly 
predictable — destroy me and tell the world that I mysteriously disappeared, and carry on 
their sick practices, and no one would give a shit because I’m the only Justicar willing to do 
something about this. They’re angry, sure, but they wouldn’t want anything to happen to you 
no matter how angry they are at you. You’re their baby, their prodigy, their little hero, even if 
you are a clan traitor. I take you in there, keep you in arm’s reach as you do your job... and 
they won’t touch me.” 


“But this isn’t the first time you’ve manipulated me, is it?” Wendy kept her voice low to 
match his. 


God, she wished Cock Robin had a face to read. 


“T just think it’s a little strange, is all,” said Wendy. “You’ve shown me your motivations — 
you want revenge on the Nosferatu for what they did to you —” 


“Oh, come on,” said Cock Robin. “What happened to me happened. I wasn’t bullshitting you 
when I said I didn’t want this to happen again, this isn’t about revenge, this isn’t even about 
justice, because I know none will ever come. I’m already fucked up, but the least I can do is 
make sure it doesn’t happen to any others. Not all of our kind are psychopathic child abusers, 
thank you very much.” 


Wendy looked at him, chewing on her lip. He didn’t look at her, hands in pockets as they 
went... where? She didn’t know. They were in the tunnels, now, but the ones shallow enough 
that they wouldn’t get lost. “I feel like there’s a picture in front of me, but I have no idea how 
I came to put it together.” 


“So tell me what you see, then.” Cock Robin sounded amused. Or maybe that was Emily’s 
own seeping in. Did she know what her brother had been up to? “So what does add up, then? 
You outsmarted DeLaire, you outwitted the NSA... can you outwit me? Tell me what you 
think I did.” 


“You really want me to say that when we could have half the Warren following us while 
Obfuscated?” 


“T have Auspex,” said Cock Robin. “Particularly for situations like this. Nobody’s following 
us. Nobody bugs the Warrens. Speak your mind.” 


“You engineered all of this,” said Wendy. 
Cock Robin didn’t even flinch. “You think so?” 


“T heard about your little visit to Baltimore when Miles was Embraced,” said Wendy. “You 
were an Archon back then. I heard about the little Nosferatu girl who lured him into the 
Kennels before his sire could even start desensitising him, but there weren’t any Nosferatu 
girls the right age to be one of them. I’ve seen what a makeup job could do to Miles’s face, 
why would it be much harder on Emily’s?” 


“You sound so convinced.” 


“It’s just all way too fucking convenient!” said Wendy. “Why the hell would Director 
DeLaire Embrace the son of two hunters, unless someone as high up as an Archon said it’d 
all work out? Why would someone let themselves be caught on CCTV luring a child away 
unless they wanted to be seen when our clan has been good at doing it in secret for 
millennia?” 


“Oh, I see,” said Cock Robin. “So this was all a conspiracy.” 


“It was never a conspiracy,” said Wendy. “It was just a plan centuries in the making. I thought 
at first that maybe this started when you picked Miles as your tool of revenge... but it wasn’t 


Miles you picked, was it? He wasn’t your crown jewel. He wasn’t where this started. It goes 
farther back than this.” 


“Does it?” Cock Robin almost sounded excited. 


“Tt was Patricia Erikson,” said Wendy. “His mother. You never picked Miles, you picked her. 
I asked DeLaire about her before I left for Venice — Erikson Sr. worked in the NSA. She was 
a receptionist, not a hard hitter or anything, but you’d have heard of her through DeLaire. I 
don’t know what she did to catch your attention, but you took a good look at her and you 
knew that she was stubborn enough to be useful, that she had a sister who was vulnerable, a 
nephew she dearly loved and that she’d go through hell and back for both of them. So you 
took her nephew, and she did exactly what you expected her to — she grabbed the strings of 
the Nosferatu and she yanked. She never dangled her son in front of the Nosferatu, she never 
set Miles up to be Embraced. No, you just made Miles think that, didn’t you? This was a 
woman who faced down Kindred for the chance to get her nephew back, why the hell would 
she offer them her son on a silver platter? You created the rift between him and his mother so 
that he’d think he had nowhere safe to go, so that he’d stay, and Jearn. So that he’d learn 
about Kindred, learn about his sire’s weaknesses, learn about the Nosferatu’s weaknesses. 
And all the while during, his cousin languished in the Kennels, gnawing and gnawing away 
at his conscience...” 


“And then I sat back and did nothing as he leaked our existence to the United States 
government.” Cock Robin sounded entertained. “Or do you really think that I just engineered 
this so perfectly that I’d have to do nothing else?” 


“Not for a second,” said Wendy. “You see, five years ago you became aware that 
SchreckNET was getting bigger, and you realised what tool Miles Erikson would use when 
the time came. So you needed access to Gerard’s work, because you needed do damage 
control on whatever he ended up doing with it. But you couldn’t manipulate Gerard. But he 
did have a childe, didn’t he? A childe who had a problem with the Kennels, who’d spoken up 
about it before, who was brilliant enough that Gerard Rafin chose her as his childe.” 


“Fond of yourself, aren’t you?” said Cock Robin. 


“You looked into me,” said Wendy. “You couldn’t manipulate Gerard, but you could 
manipulate me. I was just a childe, I was only five, and when you looked into my backstory 
you found out that I did my best work when I ran on sheer fucking spite. And that’s why you 
attacked the Warrens.” 


“Uh huh,” said Cock Robin. “It was all just to piss off you, a random fledgling.” 


“Tt wasn’t a sincere attack at all,” said Wendy. “It was clumsy. It was an open attack. That’s 
not how Nosferatu work — it’s not how Kindred work. That was clumsy as fuck, there’s no 
way that was sincere. Even topsiders don’t work that way. You don’t fucking get to Justicar 
by taking a sledgehammer to every problem you see. No, you wanted to set yourself up as the 
big bad villain so that five years later, when you needed shit to be done with SchreckNET 
you knew you could play me like a fiddle by getting involved and demanding that what got 
done was the complete opposite of what you wanted to happen. You showed up and —” 


“Demanded that Rafin trace the Breach,” said Cock Robin. “Which turned out, by the way, to 
be exactly what needed to be done, meaning you completely wasted your time with all the 
rest of it. Come on, Taylor, you don’t really believe all this, do you?” 


Wendy faltered. 
Maybe she was coming up with bullshit. Maybe she was completely off the mark. 


But Emily had given him that /Jook back on the stage, back when she’d been about to tell the 
Inner Circle about — 


“No,” she said, stubbornly. “I know I’m right. I know.” 


“Mmm,” said Cock Robin. He stuck his fingers in his pockets, glancing boredly around. 
Scanning for eavesdroppers. “So this is your grand conspiracy. I triggered the greatest Breach 
in the history of the Masquerade by manipulating a single human mother and a pair of 
fledglings, all so I could get revenge on the Nosferatu.” 


“No,” said Wendy. “You said it yourself: so you could stop the cycle of child abuse here that 
happened to you and your sister by hitting what the Inner Circle really cared about — the 
survival of our species.” 


Cock Robin stopped them there, in a little pocket of the tunnels. He pulled a pack of 
cigarettes out of his jacket, and a lighter. When he struck it, it made Wendy flinch, but she 
refused to look away from him. He snapped it closed and breathed in the tobacco. 


Wendy waited. 


“Tell me, Wendy,” said Cock Robin. Between the cigarette, the fact he looked bored, and his 
rank in the Camarilla, he reminded Wendy of one of the government conspirator characters 
from The X-Files, a cigarette smoking man who was happy to let people dangle on his puppet 
strings even if they strangled themselves trying to get free. “Why do our people put clan 
above sect?” 


“Because we look after our own,” said Wendy. “Because it’s like working for rival 
companies. We have our own agendas, yes, but at the end of the day we’re all Nosferatu.” 


“And who do you think benefits from those ideas?” 


“All of us,” said Wendy. “We get dragged into less war that way because we’re behind the 
scenes getting along instead of destroying each other, and the other clans are too far away to 
destroy us.” 


“And who do you think is the driving force behind these wars?” said Cock Robin. “Who gets 
all the intel that is the lifeblood of these wars? What do you think the Sabbat and Camarilla 
war would be without the Nosferatu?” 


“So, what, we’re to blame for all the world’s problems?” 


“And you think we’re not?” 


“T don’t get it.” 


“Let me put it another way.” Cock Robin made a dismissive gesture; the end of the cigarette 
glowed from the movement. “Intel is our greatest asset. Because of intel, we were never in 
any danger of being thrown out of the Ivory Tower. Too useful. Too valuable. Too... 
dangerous. We have too much dirt on all the players involved. All of them. Not just the 
Camarilla, but the Sabbat, too, even the Anarchs. Sure, officially we don’t exchange intel, but 
we gossip among each other all the time, don’t we? We allow Sabbat and Camarilla 
Nosferatu to defect between sects on a whim, and nobody really cares because they’re still 
Nosferatu, aren’t they? Nobody thinks oh hey, that’s probably a huge security risk, they just 
let it happen. So tell me, Wendy, who benefits from that?” 


“People who...” Maybe she was starting to get it. “People who are invested in keeping the 
information flowing.” 


“And why is that?” 
“Knowledge is power.” 


“So who benefits then?” Cock Robin made an impressed noise. “Who are these people 
invested in keeping the information flowing? I’Il give you a big hint: they’re the same people 
that have the power to allow it.” 


“Nosferatu... elders,” said Wendy, thinking. “Who are invested in the old ways of clan before 
sect. Who are so old that they predate the sects entirely. Who probably never cared about 
them to begin with. Who could probably put a stop to this and influence Nosferatu culture as 
much as they like, because of how set in our ways we are, but never do.” 


“You are sharp,” said Cock Robin. “These same elders have access to any and all information 
the Nosferatu can gather. Take your sire. He’s not one of those elders, but he holds the clan’s 
interests above everyone else’s. What do you think he does with that information he gets 
from the keyloggers?” 


Oh, shit. “What keyloggers?” 


“You really need to learn to control your facial expressions.” Cock Robin sucked on the end 
of his cigarette. “What does he do with it?” 


Wendy hesitated. “He just keeps it handy. In case it ever comes in useful.” 


“And you really believe that, do you?” Cock Robin put his free hand on a hip. “He just sits 
there, investing god knows how much money into all the hard drive space that intel takes up, 
and leaves it lying around just in case. Information that could make him the most powerful 
man in the world. He’s all for advancing the interests of the Nosferatu but it’s never occurred 
to him to maybe use it just for that purpose?” 


Wendy said nothing. 


“T’ve used his intel plenty of times,” said Cock Robin. “I’m a fucking Justicar, he’s one of my 
biggest intel suppliers. He ever tell you that?” 


“No,” said Wendy, quietly. 


“He might hate my guts, but I’m still of his clan, and the clan elders would never forgive him 
if he didn’t help me,” said Cock Robin. “And I’m not the only person who makes use of it. 
Don’t get me wrong, Wendy, he’s not part of the illuminati, he’s not some puppeteer, he’s just 
a tool, but he has the same goals — clan over sect. Strengthen the clan at the expense of 
anyone that gets in our way. And if you think of how much information his SchreckNET 
keyloggers have gotten... this is just one man, Wendy. How many other powerful Nosferatu 
are out there, just like Uncle Smelly, sitting on a goldmine of information and nobody knows 
about it? Nosferatu share secrets with each other all the time, but you never told anyone what 
you and Rafin get up to, and you thought Rafin never told anyone else, either, did you?” 


“You’re manipulating me again.” 
“Ever wonder why he chose you?” said Cock Robin. 
“Let me guess,” said Wendy. “You’re responsible for my Embrace, too, huh?” 


“He chose you for the same reason you think I chose Patricia Erikson,” said Cock Robin. 
“Because if he could get you on his side — holy shit, Wendy, it’d be ‘look at her go!’” His 
clicks sounded like laughter. “I looked into the Masquerade breach that resulted in your 
Embrace. You defied the Nosferatu even as they hunted you. You later defied the NSA, 
wrapped a sixth generation Lasombra elder around your little finger — yes, I know about 
that, too. You’re far, far more powerful than you realise and you do nothing with it... because 
your sire never asked you to. But one day, childe, he will. Or... he would have, if I hadn’t 
just showed up and thrown a spanner into the works by letting him know exactly what his 
golden childe has done. One day he’d have trotted you out on little missions to strengthen the 
clan and because of your tight bond with him, you’d have done anything he asked. Do you 
really think he’s nice to you because you’re special, Wendy?” 


“Tf you’re trying to turn me against him, it’s not working,” said Wendy. 


“T don’t have to try,” said Cock Robin. “Your Warren just did it for me. He just did it for me. 
He’s your sire, and you haven’t been released yet. So you’re not going to be held responsible 
for the ending of the Kennel tradition — he is.” 


Wendy opened her mouth. 
She closed it again. 


“They’re going to think it was his idea all along, that you’d been acting on his orders in some 
capacity.” Cock Robin stuck the cigarette back in his mouth. “Oh, and add that to the fact that 
the old SchreckNET is gone and his keylogger archives have been smashed to preserve the 
Masquerade... he went from one of the Nosferatu elders’ greatest assets to completely 
useless to them practically overnight.” 


“You set the hunters on us,” said Wendy. “You told the hunters where our Warren was.” 


“Don’t look at me like that,” said Cock Robin. “It was already mostly evacuated. But the 
keyloggers? They hadn’t been moved yet. Nobody was going to touch Gerard Rafin’s baby 
without his permission, not even if it’?d mean sacrificing a few lives. I knew that’d happen. 
And I knew I could use it against him. Worked like a charm, he even did it all himself.” He 
sounded proud. “He really had no idea what I wanted to do. I don’t care about one stupid 
Warren. What I care about is crippling the elders that use us as puppets — and by getting rid 
of SchreckNET and the keylogger archives, that’s exactly what I did.” 


“You’re starting to sound like the Anarchs you hate,” said Wendy. 


“Unlike the Anarchs, I actually do shit about the world’s problems other than hit them 
repeatedly and then whine that nothing ever changes,” said Cock Robin. “I hate those 
morons. Oh, there’s smart Anarchs, don’t get me wrong. There’s genius Anarchs, even. But 
do you know where you'll find them?” 


“No.” 


“Not on the streets,” said Cock Robin. “Not in the Last Round over in LA, not in the Anarch 
Free States. You’ll find them in boardrooms. You’ll find them in Warrens. You’ll find them in 
Elysia. They know that if they want to win, they have to play. That you can’t fix society’s 
problems by trashing it and expecting the wreckage to rebuild itself. That’s not how life 
works. You don’t get rid of the Kennels by opening the cages and setting the children free, 
you get rid of them by manipulating the people in power into being invested in their 
dismantlement. You don’t destroy the Camarilla by fighting it, you destroy it by making it 
destroy itself-” 


“And speaking of smart people — you’re fucking wasted on Gerard Rafin,” he went on. 
“Because you know what? You’re right. You’re completely fucking right.” He leaned against 
the tunnel wall. “About all of it. About Patricia Erikson, about Miles, about Emily running 
around in green foundation. All of it.” 


Wendy stared at him. 
“Like hell,” she said. “It’s never that simple with elders. You don’t just confess —” 


“Nope, never that simple,” said Cock Robin. “But you’re right all the same. Patricia Erikson 
was a woman who was in close contact with some of DeLaire’s people inside the NSA, and 
she was damn brilliant. That was why she looked deeper into her nephew’s disappearance 
instead of agreeing with everyone else; she knew there was shifty shit happening behind 
closed doors. And she’s a lot like you, too — when she gets a whiff of a scent, she hounds it 
and she hounds it and she hounds it. I had to work pretty hard not to let her win Miles over so 
damn quickly after his Embrace, let me tell you. DeLaire helped. She didn’t know what my 
ulterior motives were, but she loved her childe dearly. I didn’t lure Erikson’s nephew away, I 
just paid someone else to do it in a particular place. That also stirred up Miles a bit, having to 
look his cousin’s kidnapper in the eye night after night after night. And eventually... he got 
knowledgeable enough, grew some balls and fought back.” The cigarette was halfway down, 
now. “Also, I feel inclined to point out I didn’t actually manipulate you into going to 


Baltimore. I hadn’t shown up in New York by then.” He waved his cigarette around, then 
took another drag. Even not breathing, the smell curled its way into Wendy’s nostrils. “My 
original plan was this — antagonise you in New York until you came up with rock solid 
evidence that it wasn’t Rafin who fucked up and caused all this. I wanted you to incriminate 
far more people than you did, but you still did better than I’d hoped. I did expect you to 
eventually break into the NSA itself. From your file on who you were as a human, it seemed 
to be your kind of thing. I mean, you broke into the servers of a criminal gang that you knew 
wanted you dead instead of leaving well enough alone. You were terrified, I know, but you 
were also pissed off enough and desperate enough it didn t matter that you were afraid. Once 
you were in Baltimore you did exactly as I expected.” 


“And you’re just...” Wendy watched as Cock Robin helped himself to the cigarette again. 
“".. telling me this. Why?” 


“You asked.” 
“No, seriously. Why?” 


“Most Kindred manipulate through lies,” said Cock Robin. “I prefer the truth. A lie will blow 
up in your face sooner or later, but get a reputation for telling the truth and no matter how 
much someone hates you, they’Il still trust you to be honest. When it comes to manipulation, 
trust does most of the work.” 


“So this was about trust, then.” 
“Sound familiar, does it?” 
Wendy glared at him. 


“Besides,” said Cock Robin, resting the elbow of his cigarette arm on the palm of the other. 
“Lies are tiresome. Live long enough and you have to keep up with hundreds of them. Nah. 
Can’t be bothered.” He shrugged. 


Wendy didn’t say anything for a long moment. 
Then she said, “If you intended this all along, why’d you have me staked, then?” 


“It was a test,” said Cock Robin. “There’s one part you missed out — you missed out the part 
where you antagonised DeLaire at the beginning, thereby guaranteeing she would see you as 
a dumb childe and not a sincere threat. I’m convinced that DeLaire knew Miles was 
responsible all along and was determined to cover the whole thing up and that’s why she was 
so quiet when the Breach happened. Because you pissed her off, you got to be in the sweet 
spot where the biggest threats didn’t take you seriously, while your links to Goldwin meant 
you had considerable influence she didn’t even think to thwart. I knew you’d do that, but 
what I also wanted to know was — even if you were shit at working with professionals, could 
you, at least, make friends who cared about you enough to get you out of a bind even if it 
meant risking the Prince’s wrath? The wrath of two Archons and a Justicar?” 


Wendy said, “What.” 


“The stake was a bit risky, though,” said Cock Robin. He seemed to have forgotten his 
cigarette by now. The smoke curled in the still air. “I ended up deciding that no, that was too 
hard. I was just setting you up to fail at that point. So I decided to Obfuscate in and maybe 
loosen it a bit, nudge things along... imagine my surprise when I walked in there to find you 
already up and about. I’m pretty sure the Malkavian saw me, she has Auspex, after all. That’s 
when she started urging you to get the fuck out.” He sighed. “Four minutes. It took you four 
fucking minutes between being staked and being unstaked. Jesus fuck, woman! And there I 
was feeling so damn stupid that I’d ever thought hmm, maybe I’m making this too hard for 
her. Four! Fucking! Minutes!” 


“What the fuck,” said Wendy. 


“T can’t say I expected it to be Adelaide Davis, either,” said Cock Robin. “I was so damn sure 
it’d be another Nosferatu. So I underestimated you there, and J thought you were pretty damn 
capable to begin with.” 


“What the fuck,” said Wendy. 
A bit of ash fell off the end of Cock Robin’s shortening cigarette. 


“You're giving me too much credit in all this, to be honest,” said Robin. “I didn’t actually try 
to manipulate it to happen this exact way. You can’t plan things like this, you can only set 
things up, make up the rest, and try to steer the monster you create. We elders make a big 
deal out of pretending that everyone’s just puppets on our strings, but to be honest, Wendy... 
even the greatest Methuselah are winging it, and the greatest trick us old vampires ever 
played was convincing our childer that we’re all-powerful and can make everything happen 
exactly as we wanted it to. 


“Sure, I knew you’d mouth off to DeLaire. Sure, I knew you’d work better if you were 
powered on sheer fucking spite if I fed it enough. Sure, I knew you’d probably be ballsy 
enough to infiltrate the NSA and recover everything I wanted. 


“But did I actually expect it to happen that way?” Robin took another drag. “Not for a 
fucking second. I had all these other plans in mind, sure. People who’d have swung you one 
direction or the other over in Baltimore that you never met, tools you never got to use 
because you never found out they were there. But Wendy? I was just steering — ah, shit!” 
Robin flapped his hand as the cigarette butt fell to the ground. He squashed it under a heel, 
examining the burns on his fingers. “Hmph.” 


“So, what?” said Wendy. “You take a whole bunch of stuff that already exists and put it all in 
each other’s way, and you just... mush it together and hope it works out?” 


“Yep,” said Robin. “Isn’t that how you do it?” 
“No,” said Wendy. “I just skip to the mushing.” 


“Well, you’re halfway there.” Robin crossed his arms. Looked to the side in thought. 


A slight breeze made its way through the still air, carrying with it the scent of diesel fumes 
and New York. They were close to the surface, here. The wind brought with it the bitter bite 
of winter, and hints of pine and cinnamon. Christmas was only a few nights away. 


“When I left the Warren I had nothing,” said Cock Robin. “My sire just picked me, Embraced 
me, then fucked off back to the California desert by himself. But after growing up in a cage, 
you have nothing. No literary skills, barely any social skills, no other skills at all. Not even an 
identity. At least if you stay in the Warren, you have a Warren. Me? From the moment of my 
Embrace, I was terrified of staying below ground, so I didn’t even have that because the first 
thing I did was leave. It was just me and Emily, facing a terrifying world I knew nothing 
about, and I had to keep her safe from it. If you want to leave, if you want to start anew... 
you have to learn to be comfortable with knowing nothing, and being nothing. It’s only after 
you learn to be okay with being nothing that you can become something. It’s only after you 
learn to be comfortable with ignorance that you can stop being ignorant, because what is 
learning, if not confronting your own ignorance over and over? The more you learn, the more 
you become aware of what you don t know. And what is ignorance if not a nothingness? 


“So what’s that I did. I didn’t try to be something, I just let myself be nothing. I took every 
night as it came, and paid attention to what was in front of me instead of worrying about what 
might or might not have been waiting for me down the road. Opportunities came up. Did a 
little work here and there. Just did the job in front of me. One job led to another. One choice 
birthed consequences which bore more choices and more consequences, and each came with 
a little tidbit of knowledge and learning. Soon there were enough scraps of knowledge, 
enough puzzle pieces, that I could begin stitching pictures of things together. The more I 
fucked up, the more I learned how not to, and the more I could apply what I’d started to 
know into widening the little trail I was beginning to make under my feet into a path, and 
then a road. Eventually I ran into Petrodon, and the rest is history.” 


“That sounds terrifying,” said Wendy. 


“T was not afraid.” Cock Robin shifted his weight against the wall. “It wasn’t as scary as the 
idea of going back. Wasn’t as scary as the idea of losing Emily if I fucked up. To this night, 
I’m terrified of the underground.” And yet here they stood, in a tight tunnel, and he looked 
completely unfazed. Or perhaps the cries of the children created a drive in him bigger than 
that fear. Or maybe Emily, with her inexpressive face, got her stoicism from her brother. 
“What are you more afraid of, Taylor? Going forward, of being reborn? Or going back to the 
death that awaits you if you allow the past to repeat itself?” 


Wendy didn’t answer. 


“T’m going to Baltimore when this is over,” he said. “We need a Justicar down there to deal 
with the NSA, and I need a base of operations while I send out Archons to start stamping out 
Kennels. The Nosferatu elders will be pissed, but I’m sure they’ve already figured out that I 
was behind all this. I don’t do subtlety very well. Never learned that either, it drove Petrodon 
crazy. You slowed the NSA down, but you haven’t stopped them. Nothing can stop them 
now. The cat’s out of the bag, the Masquerade has fallen, and our only saving grace is that, so 
far, it seems that the government has decided to maintain a Masquerade of their own and 
fight us where the average human can’t see. We need our best on the front lines.” 


Wendy crossed her arms. Rocked from heel to toe and back again. 


“No reason you should have to start again from the same nothing I did,” he said. “A 
programmer’] be useful in Baltimore, and we have no intelligence there any more. Yeah, 
that’s another thing I didn’t mean to happen. No Warren. Maybe I can build one, but keep the 
Kennels for the dogs. I like rebuilding, I like starting again. There’s so much more freedom in 
starting again than there is in never moving on. When you’re starting again, the whole 
world’s at your fingertips and you can do anything you want. That’s what freedom is. Real 
freedom.” 


He looked down the way from which they’d come. Down there were the Kennels. Down 
there was a small room and a small child, waiting. 


“Tsn’t it?” he said. 
Wendy didn’t answer. 


“Emily,” he said. “You should go to ground. I don’t want them targeting you to get to me 
while we do this. I don’t doubt there’s a few of my kind waiting to destroy me if Wendy 
doesn’t stand close enough.” 


“But —” Wendy frowned. “But when we were going into that room, you hadn’t sent her 
away yet. Why didn’t —” 


She paused. 
Cock Robin looked at her. 
She looked back at him. 


“You bastard,” she said. “You knew I’d bring it up. You knew I’d take one look at that kid 
and realise that — augh! You did it again! Fuck you!” 


“My dear Wendy,” said Cock Robin. “If there’s one piece of advice I want to give to you 
tonight, it’s this: please stop being so damn predictable. Now, Emily, that’s enough now —” 
He went on clicking, but Emily stopped translating. After a moment, she nodded. 


Cock Robin gestured at the tunnels that lay ahead of them. Another breeze brought some 
more pine smells, mingled with gas and frost. In her mind’s eye, Wendy could see the 
Christmas lights. She hadn’t seen them in so many years. 


Little Emily scuttled away, and disappeared into shadow. 


Wendy followed Cock Robin back down into the deep sewers. Outside the small chamber 
where the child waited stood Gerard, arms crossed, face unreadable. 


Wendy looked at him. 
He looked back at her. 


Maybe it was time she faced what she’d been dreading to face all along: the truth that 
sometimes, someone you loved had ideas and opinions that you abhorred, views and opinions 
that weren’t consistent with the loving, kind person you knew. 


It hurt. Her heart hurt. Her head hurt. Her everything hurt. 


He opened his mouth, but she spoke first. “You know how I feel about this,” she cut across 
him. “You’ve always known how I felt about this.” 


“T know it’s important to you.” There was still tension in his jaw, cords still popping in his 
neck, and there was that undercurrent of fury in his words. But he spoke slowly. Patiently. 
Like he’d always been with her. “But it’s always been important to me, too, Wendy. I’m not 
going to allow the change of a well-established Kindred tradition just because it makes you 
uncomfortable.” 


Gerard stood in front of her. Cock Robin behind, by the door, hand poised on the handle. 
Waiting. 


Gerard was someone who clung to the past. She’d never thought it of him, not with his 
pioneering of technology and building of SchreckNET, but in setting SchreckNET back up in 
spite of everything, in refusing to give up this sick excuse for a tradition, he clung to the past. 
Miles refused to let his go in order to save the little ones that he couldn’t save himself. Elias 
Athanasios didn’t let go either, forever reaching for his Vykos. Hell, even Cock Robin 
occasionally got swallowed by it, or he wouldn’t be here. Wendy could see it when he’d 
visited the children, even on his inscrutable face. 


But Cock Robin had left. He’d had to, for his own sanity. Heavens knew why his sire chose 
to have him aged up before undergoing the Embrace only to leave straight afterwards; maybe 
Cock Robin knew, maybe he didn’t. But he’d fled for his sanity, for Emily’s safety, and he 
could rarely afford to look back. And Alexander was the same, wasn’t he? Forever running, 
forever staying one step ahead of Marcus Vitel, only for him to wind up right on his doorstep 
again. 


Alexander ran from the past. Cock Robin confronted it. Gerard refused to let it go. 


Cock Robin was right. The True Prince was right. She needed to let go of the past to move 
forward and not only adapt to this new world, but to create a life she could be proud of. 


Choices. So many choices. But at the end of the night, there was only one left before her, no 
matter how terrifying, no matter how full of fog it seemed to be. 


She and Cock Robin agreed on one thing — the Nosferatu were a family. But they’d always 
disagreed on what that meant. To her, family had always come first, because family had 
always helped her, always been there for her... but Cock Robin believed that family was 
abusive and toxic, because it had hurt him. 


And here it was. Right in front of her. In the form of the most loving and attentive man she’d 
ever known was a monster who did evil. Because evil didn’t take the form of a cartoon 
villain, did it, with a twirling moustache and an evil laugh? Just as good didn’t always take 
the form of people she loved and cared about, people she had fun with, people who cared 
about her in turn. It wasn’t that easy, was it, to tell the difference between good and evil? One 
of the people with the most good in them she’d ever met had betrayed their entire species, 
and he’d only been a childe. 


Out in Baltimore was a Prince of Shadows that should be evil, because he was Lasombra, 
because he was Vitel’s childe, but wasn’t. 


In front of her was a man who should be good, but wasn’t. 


Behind her was one who didn’t know how to be good because he’d never had anything but 
evil done to him, because he couldn’t remember what good looked like any more than he 
could remember the sun, but he sure knew evil when he saw it, and he’d kill it dead whenever 
he found it. 


Good was hard. Doing good was hard. Because sometimes it meant cutting off a part of 
yourself, cutting off someone who should be good, but wasnt and who was good in all other 
ways except for this one, tiny thing... 


Except it wasn’t tiny. 
It had never been tiny. 


And so she did the hardest thing she ever did. Even harder than everything she’d gone 
through thus far. Harder than breaking into the NSA, harder than turning a pretty Lasombra 
down, harder than running from the Nosferatu as nothing more than a mere mortal. 


She said, “Gerard.” 


Something subtle flickered in his eyes. Maybe he’d seen a change in her face. Maybe it was 
the tone of her voice. 


“T care about you,” she said. “I always will always love you dearly. I'll always admire you 
and respect you and adore you. As a sire, you’ve been wonderful, and you always have been. 
You supported me physically, financially, emotionally... you supported my growth, my 
development, and you’ve always been my rock. You’ve been the best damn sire anyone could 
have, I’ve never heard of anyone who did better. I would die for you. I almost did. And 
despite what I said to you earlier, about not wanting to go through this again — I would do it 
again a hundred times over if it meant keeping you safe. God knows I don’t want to, 
considering you seem to be determined to make me have to do it again one night, but I 
would.” 


“Wendy _? 


“Shut up.” She raised a hand. “Shut the fuck up. All that — all this — that’s why it fucking 
crushes me that you’ve always been — like this.” She gestured at the door. “I can’t reconcile 
the sire that I adore with the callous, psychopathic way you talk about and treat those 
children. And I...” she pointed two fingers at him. She stepped backwards. She heard Cock 
Robin get out of the way, and she felt for the knob of the door, and twisted it. “Have never 
been so fucking disappointed in anyone I’ve ever met.” 


Inside the room, the child looked up. 
It would be the first. The beginning of the end. 


Robin clicked. She didn’t have to keep up with his Morse code, or even know it, to know 
what he was asking. 


Are you ready? 


The girl smiled at her. At Cock Robin quietly closing the door behind them. She bunched a 
small hand into a fist, and presented Wendy with a forearm. 


“Yes,” said Wendy aloud in a croak. She pressed the forearm down and brushed the child’s 
hair aside. “I’m ready to start.” 


-O- 


TruePrince: The most dangerous among us are those that simply tell the truth about what we 
are. About who we are. 


TruePrince: Never forget that. 


TruePrince: There’s less than a million of us and six billion of them, Wendy. Which one 
would you put your money on in a fight if one small, disenfranchised fledgling decided to use 
them all as a weapon? 


TruePrince: We’ve already learned that youth is no guarantee of incompetence or naivete. 
TruePrince: Sometimes, the most dangerous among us are the youngest. 

TruePrince: Look at Miles. Look at you. Look at me. 

TruePrince: Look at the humans. 


TruePrince: We’re now facing the rise of what they’re beginning to call the Second 
Inquisition. 


TruePrince: We’ll need our best and brightest fighting it if we want to survive. 
WendyWings: Damn right we will. 

TruePrince: Good luck, Wendy. 

TruePrince: I’1l be in touch. 

WendyWings: As will I. 


WendyWings: I’II let you know when Robin and I arrive in Baltimore. 


Chapter End Notes 


Welp. 
That's all folks. 


Thanks to everyone who's been along for the ride -- to my regular commenters and their 
encouragement, to Geek for betaing for me, to Ivy and Ry for letting me ramble about 
this fic to them, and to everyone who's read this fic! 


Now it's time to move on to the next project. That one involves Mithras and Roger de 
Camden, but I do have some ideas in mind for another Wendy fic... :) 


End Notes 


All comments are appreciated, including constructive criticism and "I didn't like this 
bit", outside of outright insults and hostility. I don't want readers to feel forced to sling 
nothing but praise at me. You're allowed to be angry, upset or frustrated at my characters, or 
disappointed that the story took a certain turn, so long as you respect my decisions to take on 
or ignore certain feedback and at least leave one nice remark for every critical/sad one! :) 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


